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The Washington that greeted 
federal legislators in 1800, when 
they first streamed into the recently 
chosen capital, was little more than 
a few buildings and roughly indi- 
cated roads on the bank of the 
Potomac River. This volume de- 
scribes the growth of the capital 
during the first three-quarters of 
the nineteenth century. It focuses 
sharply on the people and institu- 
tions that made up the local com- 
munity, and how and why it was 
influenced by the status of national 
capital. 

Many aspects of the city’s growth 
were common to other cities and 
thus illuminate American urban de- 
velopment generally; but Washing- 
ton’s distinctive characteristics—the  \ 
voicelessness of her citizens in the 
federal government, the absence of 
a solid commercial foundation, her 
difficulties in launching a_ public 
school system without the federal 
support given to other cities, the 
high proportion of military person- 
nel in her upper social bracket, the 
resident diplomatic corps, the sea- 
sonal population shift, and above 
all, the uncertainty as to who was a 
local citizen—gave this fascinating 
city its unique personality. Mrs. 
Green with graceful zest examines 
the various facets of this personal- 
ity: city planning and urban aesthet- 
ics, evolving concepts of welfare 
and philanthropy, the intellectual 
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oy FOREWORD 


HFETHE nineteenth century American capital was an 
EN anomaly in the western world. Other towns and 
~=<<<—<N cities in the United States, as in Europe, grew up 
on a commercial foundation; even the frontier settlements laid 
out in advance of the arrival of permanent householders usually 
had some assured prospects of trade. Many Latin American 
cities, conversely, arose by fiat of the Spanish crown in loca- 
tions where royal emissaries could exercise political and eco- 
nomic control over the hinterland of ranches, farms, and mines 
for the benefit of the empire. Washington fell into neither cate- 
gory. The purposes she was designed to serve certainly did not 
encompass autocratic direction of the sovereign states of the 
Union, nor did the thinly peopled countryside in which she was 
placed provide an established base for independent commercial 
or industrial growth. George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, 
and other well-informed Americans, it is true, believed the site 
to be of potential commercial importance, but that was a sec- 
ondary consideration in creating the city. Yet her eighteenth- 
century founders, statesmen familiar either by travel or by 
study with the great cities of Europe, envisaged the American 
capital as more than a meeting place for Congress and a seat of 
the executive branch of the federal government. The carefully 
prepared plan of the city in itself proclaimed their dream of 
embodying in the stones of her buildings, in her parks and 
fountains, and in the broad sweep of her avenues a dignity and 
beauty that would symbolize the ideals of the new republic. 

How that dream faded and began to revive eighty years later, 
and in the interim how economic dependence upon the federal 
government affected the city’s inhabitants form central themes 
of this book. From the beginning Washington shared many of 
the characteristics of contemporary, like-sized American com- 
munities. Her problems of municipal housekeeping paralleled 
those of other cities, albeit with differences. Wherein she dif- 
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fered and why, I believe, may throw light upon national history. 
Closely related to those questions is the nature of Washington’s 
humanitarianism, a useful gauge, sociologists have suggested, 
of the quality of an urban civilization. If her search for methods 
of promoting public welfare and for a wise expression of private 
philanthropy was sometimes clumsy, it nevertheless closely 
resembled that occurring elsewhere, just as her reaching out 
for a rich intellectual and artistic life reflected national as well 
as local aspirations. As a border city between North and South, 
the capital was early caught up in the sectional struggle over 
slavery. And yet a self-conscious Negro community came into 
being here, possessing a degree of cultivation and sense of 
responsibility unequalled at the time in any other city where 
Negroes had congregated in numbers. Hence the evolution of 
race relations becomes another central topic. Furthermore, inas- 
much as the focus of attention throughout this study is the local 
community rather than the national capital as such, a constantly 
recurring line of inquiry emerges: who was a Washingtonian, 
who merely a temporary resident? That question involves the 
shifts in the city’s social structure from period to period. 

None of the discussion in this volume could draw upon the 
kind of data available in community studies made after 1920. 
The volume to follow this, covering the years of Washington’s 
growth into a big city, will benefit from the comparisons made 
possible through the work of twentieth-century urban sociolo- 
gists. For the first three-fourths of the nineteenth century such 
generalizations as I have dared attempt about American urban 
life and Washington’s deviations from or adherence to a recog- 
nizable norm have had to be based on census figures and a hand- 
ful of separate city histories; and in these it is sometimes difficult 
or impossible to find materials to illuminate the development of 
what would today be called “subcommunities.” Washington’s 
history before 1880 thus is of necessity more largely narrative 
than analytical. 

This book is not in any true sense a definitive history. Some 
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problems I have ignored altogether and some examined only 
superficially. Church history, court dockets, land records, and 
the successive occupants of historic houses have received short 
shrift; architectural developments net attention only insofar as 
they marked a change in public interest in the capital. Several 
questions obviously call for further exploration; an analysis, 
for example, of the background of key members of the House 
and Senate District committees, or a monograph on the early 
Negro community based upon the family papers of colored 
Washingtonians would be invaluable in clarifying matters about 
which I have felt obliged merely to speculate. For my primary 
purpose has been to show the interrelatedness of the forces that 
shaped the life of the city, a task that precluded intensive investi- 
gation of elusive or widely scattered sources. At times my 
justifying documentation resides less in the exact words than 
between the lines of the materials cited. The result may be 
called an interpretive rather than a comprehensive, fool-proof 
history. 

The decision to append footnotes grew out of personal experi- 
ence in trying to pin down the truth. Apocryphal stories about 
Washington’s past are probably more prolific than about any 
other city in America. The shelves of Washingtonia collections 
are already filled with volumes, readable and dull alike, which 
give no clue to what the authors drew upon in compiling their 
accounts. Since I hope to encourage other students to pursue 
inquiry particularly in areas upon which I touched only lightly 
or about questions I raised without furnishing answers, I have 
supplied every guide that I could, even at the expense of weight- 
ing this book with formidable-looking references to government 
documents and hieroglyphically numbered manuscripts in the 
National Archives. Lest the reader be put off by the dreary 
ponderosity of some of these footnotes, let me point out that the 
most deadly looking items frequently contain intensely interest- 
ing data. 

This study, initially inspired by Dr. Ernst Posner of the 
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American University and made possible by a grant from the 
Humanities Division of the Rockefeller Foundation, owes much 
to scores of people. Although the original aim of the Founda- 
tion had been a book describing the past of a “typical” American 
community, that is, a city whose development followed the 
usual pattern of commercial and industrial expansion and its 
accompanying social problems, the sponsors let me pursue what 
is in some measure a bypath, in hopes that it might lead to fresh 
perspectives on the over-all goal, namely a better understanding 
of the nature of urban growth in the United States and its place 
in American history. The American University, the recipient of 
the grant, has managed all the administrative details of the 
project. An advisory committee of distinguished historians and 
scholars appointed by President Anderson of the University has 
given me counsel. Over the years while this volume has been in 
preparation, Drs. Waldo G. Leland, Ernst Posner, Caroline 
Ware, Oliver W. Holmes, Solon J. Buck, Arthur A. Ekirch, Jr., 
and, till his death in 1958, John Ihlder, authority on housing 
problems in Washington, have read the manuscript chapter by 
chapter, offering constructive suggestions. A grant from the 
Chapelbrook Foundation enabled me to revise the manuscript 
carefully. Dr. Louis C. Hunter has scrutinized every sentence 
of the condensed version. I am deeply indebted to the staffs 
of the Library of Congress, the National Archives, and the 
Southern Historical Collections at the University of North 
Carolina for their helpfulness and unvarying courtesy. Without 
the imaginative and patient help of the Library of Congress 
Prints and Photographs Division, I should have had great 
difficulty in assembling the illustrations. The Minnesota His- 
torical Society, the Wisconsin Historical Society, the Harper 
Library of the University of Chicago, the Duke University 
Library, and the Bancroft Library of the University of Cali- 
fornia have in turn contributed from their collections. My 
gratitude to the men and women who have gone out of their 
way to assist me is not to be told in these few brief words. 
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I want to pay special tribute to Atlee Shidler, now a member 
of the staff of the Washington Center for Metropolitan Studies. 
For three years, in carrying on research for this book and the 
succeeding volume, he not only did much of the laborious 
grubbing through acres of print but brought to his task insights 
and a dedicated thoroughness that have saved me from many a 
faulty judgment. Similarly I want to thank Mrs. Barbara 
Plegge, who, while typing the manuscript with inimitable skill, 
offered suggestions on content and form that have greatly im- 
proved the end product. And finally my thanks go to Mina K. 
Curtiss, scholar and friend, for constant encouragement and 
for reminding me periodically that the mechanics of city life— 
paving and street-lighting, sewage, policing, and tax-paying— 
inescapable as they are, are still only the mechanics. The sub- 
stance lies in the hopes and fears, the frustrations and the 
achievements of the human beings who people the past. 


CONSTANCE MC LAUGHLIN GREEN 
Washington, D.C. 
May 1961 
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CHAPTER 


THE FOUNDING OF THE 
NATIONAL CAPITAL 


KE IN LATE May 1800, when the sloops carrying gov- 
CGR ernment records and the personal belongings of 
~=i<—<N federal officials docked at Lear’s wharf on the 
Potomac near the mouth of Rock Creek, the new national capital 
bore little resemblance to a city. A half-mile below the landing a 
sluggish little stream, Tiber or Goose Creek, worked its way to 
the river through tidal flats. Above the marshy estuary rose 
the painted sandstone Executive Mansion, flanked on one side 
by the brick building designed for the Treasury, on the other 
by the partly built headquarters for the State and War Depart- 
ments. A mile farther east one wing of the white freestone 
Capitol occupied a commanding position on Jenkins Hill, block- 
ing off from view the houses on the wooded plateau beyond. 
Nearby, dwellings ready to turn into boarding houses for con- 
gressmen dotted the ridge along New Jersey Avenue, while on 
North Capitol Street stood the two houses General Washington 
had put up to encourage other investors. Between the Capitol 
and the President’s “Palace” stretched Pennsylvania Avenue, 
planned as the federal city’s main thoroughfare, its course 
marked by a tangle of elder bushes, swamp grasses, and tree 
stumps.* 

Downstream from the tidal swamps bluffs edged the river 
nearly to Greenleaf’s Point, where the “Eastern Branch” flowed 
into the Potomac. About the point, today the site of Fort Mac- 
Nair and the National War College, were substantial brick 

1 Proceedings of the Board of Commissioners for the District of Columbia, 
24 Sep 1798, 1v, 215-16, Record Group 42, National Archives (hereafter 
cited as Comrs’ Prcdgs); George Washington to Dr. William Thornton, 6 
Oct 1799, The Writings of George Washington, ed. John C. Fitzpatrick, 
XXXvil, 388; “Washington in 1800,” The Correspondence and Miscellanies of 
the Hon. John Cotton Smith, pp. 204-209; John Ball Osborne, “The Removal 


of the Government to Washington,” Columbia Historical Society Records, 
II, 158 (hereafter cited as CHS Rec). 
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houses, some of them occupied, more of them awaiting tenants. 
The speculators who had attempted to exploit this river-front 
area had also erected two rows of houses west of the President’s 
House on Pennsylvania Avenue, the “Six Buildings” begun by 
James Greenleaf at 22nd Street, and at 19th Street the better- 
known “Seven Buildings,” financed by Robert Morris, which 
would serve for a time as offices for the Department of State. 

Other houses conforming to the federal commissioners’ exact- 
ing specifications lay scattered over the four-mile expanse from 
the site of the Navy Yard on the Eastern Branch to Washington 
City’s northwestern boundary at Rock Creek. Here and there 
clustered small frame houses which the commissioners in charge 
of building had reluctantly permitted because “mechanics” obvi- 
ously could not afford to build or occupy three-story brick edi- 
fices and the city would have to accommodate some of the 
“lower orders.” All told, Washington contained only 109 habit- 
able brick houses and 263 wooden. But in midsummer the 
beauty of the natural setting impressed newcomers. The 
“romantic” scenery of river banks shaded by “tall and umbra- 
geous forest trees” compensated somewhat for the “unformed” 
streets, the roofless houses, the distance from one group of 
buildings to the next, and the clutter of stone, lumber, and 
debris about the unfinished government buildings. Not until 
the November winds stripped the trees bare would the rawness 
and untidiness of the new capital afflict men fresh from the 
elegance and comforts of Philadelphia.’ 

In 1790 tobacco and cornfields, orchards and woods had 
covered most of the area. A few houses had been built in 
Carrollsburgh on the Eastern Branch, where in 1770 Charles 
Carroll, Jr., of Duddington had attempted to found a trading 

2 Allen C. Clark, Greenleaf and Law in the Federal City, pp. 123-43; 
William B. Webb, The Laws of the Corporation of the City of Washington, 
pp. 55-62; “Diary of Mrs. William Thornton, 1800-1863,” CHS Rec, x, 88- 
226 (transcript of the entries for 1800, hereafter cited as Thornton Diary); 
American State Papers, Miscellaneous, 1, 254-56 (hereafter cited as ASP, 
Misc); Margaret Bayard Smith, The First Forty Years of Washington 
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village. "Twenty years later the plantation of the Carrolls of 
Duddington still extended northward to include Jenkins Hill 
with its fine old trees which Daniel Carroll cut to sell for timber 
and fire wood. A few dwellings stood also in Hamburg, a tiny 
settlement located to the east of Rock Creek near the Potomac, 
where Jacob Funk of Frederick, Maryland, had similarly tried 
to develop a town. Along Goose Creek had stretched David 
Burnes’ fields; his story-and-a-half farmhouse nestled against 
the slope near the stream’s mouth. A man named Pope had 
owned that land in the seventeenth century and, having called 
his plantation “Rome,” had christened the brook “Tiber,” but 
later generations who hunted the wild geese and ducks along 
its estuary had rechristened it Goose Creek, and that name 
endured locally until after 1800. While the Executive Mansion 
was rising on the high land above his house, Burnes had con- 
tinued to plant his corn in the fields bordering the stream until, 
in 1796, the commissioners had cut a swath through to form 
Pennsylvania Avenue. A cherry orchard occupied most of the 
present-day Lafayette Square.’ 

On the heights of the Potomac upstream from Washington 
stood the city of Georgetown. Laid out in 1751 and incorpo- 
rated in 1789, the little river port had flourished for some years 
as a shipping center for Maryland and Virginia tobacco. After 
1793 she had suffered reverses as the small crops grown on 
depleted soil, the uncertain markets of war-ridden Europe and, 
hearsay reported, the diversion of local capital to speculation in 
Washington real estate combined to cut her tobacco exports by 
three-fourths. At the opening of the nineteenth century she still 
served as an outlet for the produce of the Maryland farms in 
her immediate vicinity, and her population together with that of 
the adjoining countryside outside her limits exceeded by some 
1,900 the 3,000 inhabitants of Washington. Fine-looking brick 

8 George Watterston, A New Guide to Washington, 1842, Preface; Com- 
missioners to David Burnes, 19 Feb 1796, Letters sent by the Board of 
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houses stood in pleasant gardens running from Bridge Street to 
the river or along four or five other wide streets; the humble 
dwellings of working people occupied the land about the 
wharves and the warehouses. Suter’s Tavern and the newer 
Union Tavern offered visitors comfortable accommodation. A 
handsome Presbyterian church and Trinity Catholic Church 
contributed to the settled atmosphere of the community, while 
Georgetown Seminary, founded eleven years before by Bishop 
John Carroll to train men for the Roman Catholic priesthood, 
lent the village special distinction. Congressmen seeking agree- 
able living quarters would be tempted to choose Georgetown, 
despite the inconvenience of the three miles of travel over rutted 
roads to reach the Capitol.* 

Alexandria, five miles down the Potomac at the southern tip 
of the “ten-mile square,” was still more firmly established and 
sophisticated. Beautiful houses built before the Revolution for 
the Scottish tobacco factors and the wheat merchants who had 
developed this chief seaport on the Potomac had made her, in 
the judgment of that observant Frenchman, the Duc de la 
Rochefoucauld-Liancourt, “beyond all comparison the handsom- 
est town in Virginia.”> By building a network of roads into 
the lower Shenandoah Valley in the 1760’s and 1770's, Alex- 
andrians had captured the lion’s share of the export trade in 
Virginia wheat and flour. Although she was accessible to the 
new capital only by sailing vessel or by coach and ferry over 
the river, her 5,000 residents, like citizens of Georgetown and 
Washington City, saw in the transfer of the federal government 
to the Potomac the dawning of a bright new future. Later 
events would lead them to ask themselves why they had so con- 

4 Benjamin Stoddert to John Templeman, n.d., Benjamin Stoddert Mss, 
Library of Congress (unless otherwise noted, all nonofficial manuscripts 
cited are in the Library of Congress Manuscript Division); Avery O. Craven, 
Soil Exhaustion as a Factor in the Agricultural History of Virginia and 
Maryland, 1606-1860, in University of Illinois Studies in the Social Sciences, 
xu (Mar 1925), pp. 76-77. 

5 Craven, Soil Exhaustion, p. 77; Fairfax Harrison, Land-Marks of Old 
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fidently expected prosperity to follow immediately, but in 1800 
they believed that a mighty commercial expansion would rapidly 
occur at “the permanent seat of empire.” 

Indeed Americans generally had assumed that wherever Con- 
gress chose to locate the federal city, there a great commercial 
center would arise. That conviction explains more fully than 
any consideration of prestige or legislators’ convenience why 
sectional controversy had run so strong during the congres- 
sional debates on the “residence” bill. Expectations of long- 
term economic benefits as well as the immediate revenues the 
presence of Congress would bring to a community—$100,000 
annually, a well-informed New Yorker estimated’—had led a 
half-dozen towns and states, months before the debates opened, 
to offer Congress land for a permanent meeting place and juris- 
dictional rights over it. During the nearly seven years of inter- 
mittent discussion between October 1783 and July 1790, repre- 
sentatives had agreed on the overriding importance of a central 
location for the seat of government. But whereas some men 
defined central as geographically half-way between southern 
Georgia and northern New Hampshire, to others the term 
meant center of population, a point considerably north of Vir- 
ginia, even were slaves counted. Apparently no speaker men- 
tioned the drawbacks of a capital in slave-holding territory. 
Southerners were persuaded, Thomas Jefferson perhaps as com- 
pletely as anyone, that a capital below the Mason-Dixon line 
would attract “foreigners, manufacturers and settlers” to Vir- 
ginia and Maryland and thus shift southward the center of both 
population and power.* The Potomac River Valley, moreover, 


6 House of Representatives Report 59, 11C, 2S, Papers of the First Four- 
teen Congresses; Isaac Weld, Travels Through the States of North America 
... during the Years of 1795, 1796 and 1797, 1, 90; Alexandria Advertiser, 
8 Dec 1800; Second Census of the United States, 1800. 

7 Annals of the Congress of the United States, 4C, 1S, pp. 825-40 (here- 
after cited as Annals); Ezra L. Hommedieu to Governor Clinton of New 
York, 15 Aug 1783, quoted in Wilhelmus B. Bryan, History of the National 
Capital, 1, 4, 11 (hereafter cited as Bryan, Capital). 

8 Jefferson to the Governor of Virginia, 11 Nov 1783, and Notes on the 
Permanent Seat of Congress, [13 Apr 1784], quoted in Thomas Jefferson 


7 


FOUNDING OF THE NATIONAL CAPITAL 


gave the South one natural advantage: a link between the 
eastern seaboard and the trans-Alleghany West by river and 
the shortest traversable route over the mountains. Aware that 
the Ohio country, if left without commercial ties with the East, 
might align itself with the Spanish or French settlements of the 
interior, George Washington and several associates in 1784 
organized the Potomac Company to improve navigation of the 
river westward.° 

In the end neither geography nor demography so much as 
political bargaining fixed the location of the capital. As the con- 
troversy dragged on into 1790, Jefferson, Secretary of State in 
Washington’s first administration, and Alexander Hamilton, 
Secretary of the Treasury, arranged a compromise. Over Jeffer- 
son’s supper table in New York, the two cabinet members and 
congressmen Richard Bland Lee and Alexander White of Vir- 
ginia agreed that, in return for Hamilton’s aligning northern 
support for a southern capital, the Virginians would vote for 
federal assumption of the state debts incurred during the Revo- 
lution. Congress, in accepting the plan, specified Philadelphia 
as the seat of government for ten years while the federal city 
was building. Thus supporters of a strong national fiscal policy 
gained a vital concession and the proponents of a capital on the 
Potomac at once won special recognition for their section and, 
as they believed, a significant boost for the South’s flagging 
commerce.*° 

Throughout the long and frequently acrimonious disagree- 
ments over where to locate the capital, few men had challenged 
the principle of congressional control of a federal district. The 





and the National Capital, ed. Saul K. Padover, pp. 1-4, 6-9 (hereafter cited 
as Padover, Jefferson); The State Records of North Carolina, ed. Walter 
Clark, xvi, 908-10. > 

® Weld, Travels, 1, 71-80; Walter S. Sanderlin, The Great National 
Project: A History of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, in The Johns H opkins 
University Studies in Historical and Political Science, LxIv, No. 1, pp. 18, 
28-44 (hereafter cited as Sanderlin, National Project). 

10 Note on the Residence Bill [ca. May 1790], in Padover, Jefferson, pp. 
11-12. For more detailed discussion, see John B. McMaster, A History of 
the People of the United States, 1, 555-62, and Bryan, Capital, 1, 1, 27-35. 
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consensus outside and in Congress had already settled that basic 
problem. From first to last, every gift of land tendered to Con- 
gress, whether from the town of Kingston, New York, Notting- 
ham, New Jersey, or the state governments of New York, Mary- 
land, New Jersey, Virginia, or Pennsylvania, had included 
offers of complete jurisdiction free from state interference." In 
the light of the jealousies with which the sovereign states com- 
posing the Confederation had guarded their prerogatives, the 
willingness of each contender for the capital to relinquish 
authority over a piece of its own territory may seem strange at 
first glance. Cession of lands in the West was a different matter, 
for they were remote, part of an unsettled wilderness; the capital 
would be the very center of American political and commercial 
activity. But compelling reasons for state self-denial were 
several. The very jealousies between the states made each loath 
to see a rival in a position to dominate the general government. 
At the same time any method of strengthening the Union with- 
out injuring any of its thirteen members had obvious merit. A 
fixed meeting place for Congress should provide the stability 
that peripatetic sessions had denied it. “Muteability of place,” 
a delegate to the Constitutional Convention observed in 1787, 
“had dishonored the Federal Government.” Yet to place a 
permanent capital within the jurisdiction of one state was to 
imperil the influence of every other. The surest way of avoiding 
that risk was to vest in Congress rights of “exclusive legislation” 
over the capital and a small area about it. The debates on the 
residence bill had proceeded upon that premise.** 

While the competitive bids for the capital were rolling in, an 

11 Papers of the Continental Congress, Item 20, Reports of Committees on 
“State Papers,” 4 Jun 1783, 1, 389, and Item 46, Proposals to Congress rela- 
tive to locating the seat of government, passim, and especially 7 Mar 1783, 
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13 E.g., Journals of the Continental Congress, XXIV, 381-83, xxv, 647-60, 
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episode occurred in Philadelphia that underscored the weakness 
of Congress and the necessity of bolstering its prestige if the 
Union were to be more than a meaningless name. In June 
1783, Pennsylvania veterans not yet discharged from the army 
had prepared to march to the State House, where Congress was 
in session, to demand the pay long overdue them for service 
during the Revolution. Earlier petitions had elicited no answer 
from Congress, doubtless for the very good reason that with an 
empty federal treasury a satisfactory reply was not possible. 
Congress upon learning of the soldiers’ impending arrival asked 
the Pennsylvania state council for protection. The council took 
no action; Philadelphians reportedly sympathized with the 
soldiers, who were, after all, seeking redress of real grievances 
by use of procedures recognized in America—free assembly, 
free speech, and direct appeal to elected representatives. On 
June 21 some 250 “mutineers” gathered about Independence 
Hall, only to find the doors locked against them while Congress 
huddled inside. Their nearest approach to violence consisted of 
“offensive language” and occasionally a musket pointed at the 
tightly shut windows. In mid-afternoon when Congress ad- 
journed, the soldiers returned to their barracks. Congressmen 
thereupon scuttled out of the city to reconvene in Princeton the 
following week.** The “affront” to the dignity of Congress 
added ammunition for the campaigners for a federally controlled 
capital, but the movement to establish it had gained momentum 
weeks before. Only later did Congress, perhaps secretly cha- 
grined at its own timidity, cite the humiliations it suffered from 
Pennsylvania as justification for an “Exempt jurisdiction.”® 
And in time, after the excesses of the French Revolution had 
frightened moderates everywhere, the story of the mutiny in 


Philadelphia came to find place in school text books as the 
14 The Writings of James Madison, ed. Gaillard Hunt, 19, 21 Jun 1783, 
1, 480, 482-84. 
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reason for founding a new capital city out of reach of mobs and 
powerful local interests. 

In accepting the principle eventually written into the Consti- 
tution, that Congress must be supreme in the federal district, 
no one had equated sacrifice of state power with cancellation of 
political rights of citizens of the future federal territory. On the 
contrary, Americans of the 1780’s had taken for granted that 
permanent residents, like citizens of any state, would “enjoy 
the privilege of trial by jury and of being governed by laws 
made by representatives of their own election.”** Madison, to be 
sure, had recognized the puzzling character of the problem in a 
country where all political machinery operated through state 
organizations and only citizenship in a state enabled a man to 
vote in national elections. In 1783 the Virginian had noted 
merely that “the power of Government within the sd district 
[should be] concerted between Congress and the inhabitants 
thereof.” Four years later he had gone further. In one of the 
Federalist papers, that collection of able essays urging adoption 
of the Constitution, he had declared the political status of citi- 
zens of a federal district amply protected, “as they will have 
had their voice in the election of the government which is to 
exercise authority over them; [and] as a municipal legislature 
for local purposes, derived from their own suffrages, will of 
course be allowed them.” If the phrase “they will have had 
their voice” implied they could not continue to have it, few 
contemporaries had observed the nuance.” 

In fact before 1800 few contemporaries apparently had 
thought at all about the local problem in the making. In the 
1780’s men concerned about building a stronger union had so 
firmly believed a federally controlled capital a necessary part of 
the plan that they had incorporated the provision into the Con- 


16 Papers Cont Cong, Item 46, Mar, May, and Jun 1783, pp. 5-10, 15, 
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stitution. At the state conventions called to ratify the Constitu- 
tion, only in Virginia and North Carolina had delegates so 
much as spoken of the hazards of creating a federal. district 
beyond the reach of state laws; and these criticisms, though 
pointing to possible tyrannies such as abolition of trial by jury 
within the district and grants of commercial monopolies to its 
merchants, had been in essence part of the over-all attack upon 
any plan for a strong central government."* After ratification of 
the Constitution and passage of the residence bill eighteen 
months later, the question of governing the ten-mile square on 
the Potomac had resolved itself for a decade. The act of July 
16, 1790, had not only empowered the President to choose the 
exact location and to engage commissioners to take charge of 
planning and building the new capital but had also decreed that 
until Congress took up residence there and should “otherwise 
by law provide,” Maryland law should prevail in the territory 
ceded by Maryland, Virginia law in the area given to the United 
States by the Old Dominion.*® With that decision, Americans 
had thankfully dismissed the matter. As late as November 1800 
local citizens therefore continued to vote in state and national 
elections. \ 

President Washington, although free by the terms of the 
residence act to select any locality between the mouths of the 
Eastern Branch and the Connocheague River forty miles up 
the Potomac, had probably never seriously considered a site 
above tidewater. In an era when travel was slow and hazardous 
at best, a capital accessible to coastal and ocean-going vessels 
was virtually imperative. Twentieth-century residents of the 
District of Columbia, nevertheless, have wondered now and 
again why a trained surveyor who knew the countryside well 
chose a spot where tidal swamplands yearly bred fevers and 
oppressive damp heat would blanket the city every summer. 
The answer, apart from the undeniable importance of a location 

18 Debates and Other Proceedings of the Convention of Virginia dt <. , 
June 1788, 111, 27-31; Proceedings and Debates of the North Carolina Con- 
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below the falls of the Potomac, is doubtless twofold. Eighteenth- 
century Americans looked upon the weather as an act of God 
and climate a capricious condition of nature which need not 
affect any man-made decision. In the second place, as long as 
trees covered the shores of rivers and streams, the area below 
the Little Falls of the Potomac enjoyed a kind of natural “air 
conditioning,” and, before deforestation produced a downwash 
of soil and vegetation that silted up brooks and created marshes, 
the site of the capital was probably nearly as healthful as any 
farther upstream. Residents of the early nineteenth century, 
to be sure, suffered so regularly from “flux” during the winter 
and “ague” in spring and summer that they expected to run 
fevers while going about their daily business. But ill health 
pervaded most communities, and the letters and diaries of the 
period rarely attributed its prevalence here to Washington’s 
climate or unwholesomeness of location.” 

During the ten years of preparation for the transfer of the 
government to the banks of the Potomac, President Washington 
and then President Adams, the commissioners, the French engi- 
neer Pierre Charles L’Enfant, whom the President had chosen 
to lay out the city, Thomas Jefferson, as renowned for his archi- 
tectural talents as for his knowledge of statecraft, local land- 
owners, and an array of carpenters, bricklayers, stone cutters, 
and day laborers struggled with financial and physical diffi- 
culties and with each other. The President persuaded the chief 
property-owners to convey to the United States in trust all their 
land that was to be included in the city limits. According to 
the agreement, the government was to pay nothing for the area 
shown on L’Enfant’s plan as set aside for public buildings, 
“reservations,” and streets; of the land remaining, half the lots 
were to revert to the original proprietors, and for the other half 
the United States would pay £25 Maryland currency, about 
$67 an acre. Since the state of Maryland had already advanced 
$72,000 and Virginia $120,000, sale of the government lots 


20M. B. Smith, First Forty Years, p. 23; Benjamin Henry Latrobe, The 
Journal of Latrobe, pp. 131-32. 
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supposedly would raise enough additional money to cover the 
costs of erecting the public buildings. 

Troubles cropped up almost at once. In September 1791, 
after the commissioners announced that they had named the 
ten-mile square “District of Columbia” and the capital-to-be 
“City of Washington,” they advertised a public auction of city 
lots. L’Enfant protested that it was premature, beneficial only 
to local speculators who would acquire choice lots at bargain 
prices and in the process interfere with his plan of encourag- 
ing the simultaneous development of a series of neighborhoods. 
In some degree events proved him right. Held in October, the 
sale disposed of only thirty-five lots and netted scarcely $2,000, 
far less than expected, since the value of the 10,000 lots of 
varying sizes into which L’Enfant proposed to divide the govern- 
ment’s salable land was estimated at some $800,000. The Presi- 
dent and the commissioners then realized that before holding a 
second auction they must have a plat of the city ready to enable 
potential purchasers to see what they were bidding for. But 
the gifted L’Enfant, dedicated to his vast plans and prone to 
revise them at frequent intervals, either could not or would not 
hurry the preparation of anengraved map. He was manifestly 
unable to comprehend the political risks of delay and the Presi- 
dent’s sense of urgency about getting money with which to start 
the public buildings.** In February 1792, when L’Enfant had 
still not produced the engraved map, the President assigned that 
task to the surveyor Andrew Ellicott of Baltimore, for, as 
Washington wrote from Philadelphia, “if inactivity and con- 
tractedness mark the steps of the commissioners, whilst the 
contrary on the part of this state [Pennsylvania] is displayed in 
providing commodious buildings for Congress, etc., the govern- 
ment will remain where it now is.” Since L’Enfant indignantly 
refused to cooperate with Ellicott or the commissioners, the 
President regretfully dismissed the temperamental Frenchman.” 


*1 Elizabeth S. Kite, L’Enfant and Washington, 1791-1792, pp. 51-58, 
73-93. 
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Despite wide distribution of copies of Ellicott’s map, which 
was based upon L’Enfant’s incomplete drawing, the second 
auction of lots, held in October 1792, again brought in very 
little. Consequently when efforts to obtain a loan for building 
the Capitol and the Executive Mansion failed, the commis- 
sioners with the President’s approval accepted the proposal of 
James Greenleaf, a member of a prominent Massachusetts 
family, to buy 3,000 lots at a reduced price to be paid in seven 
annual installments; he was to build ten houses yearly for 
Seven years and lend the commissioners $2,200 every month 
till the public buildings were finished. Robert Morris of Phila- 
delphia, the richest man in the United States at that time, and 
a friend, James Nicholson, soon associated themselves with 
Greenleaf, and the terms of the original agreement were then 
broadened to permit the syndicate to acquire title to lots without 
paying cash for them. This transaction, together with the pur- 
chase of lots from individual proprietors, gave the syndicate 
control of more than a third of the land for sale in Washington 
and stimulated a flurry of speculation in real estate in the new 
capital. But the syndicate overreached itself and ended in bank- 
ruptcy in 1797, leaving behind a score of unfinished dwellings, 
fresh problems for the commissioners, and, worst of all, a bad 
name for the capital as a place of investment. That reputation 
would handicap the city for years to come.” 

From the beginning, moreover, the commissioners found that 
competent workmen were hard to recruit, possibly because slave 
labor kept wage rates in the South lower than in northern cities; 
in 1798 ninety slaves made up most of the work force engaged 
in building the Capitol. Feuds developed between the archi- 
tects and the superintendents of building. Since the surveyors’ 
plats, L’Enfant’s drawing, and the physical features of the 
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terrain were frequently not in agreement, long-drawn-out quar- 
rels arose between public officials and landowners. The chief 
proprietors of the land near the “Congress house” charged the 
commissioners with bad faith in placing the executive offices 
adjacent to the “President’s Palace” and thereby encouraging 
the westward growth of the city at the expense of the area about 
the Capitol. Later stories of uncertain origin accused Daniel 
Carroll and his neighbors of holding their lots for such exorbi- 
tant prices that the buying public was driven to purchase the 
cheaper land along the swampy stretch of Pennsylvania Avenue 
and near Georgetown. For the prospective householder the 
advantages of proximity to the well-established community of 
Georgetown were undeniable, and Carroll in an effort to coun- 
terbalance this factor made extremely generous price conces- 
sions for his lots. But unhappily for historical justice, the tale 
of the greedy proprietors hoist on their own petard has stuck 
and is still the popularly accepted explanation of why the city 
spread westward instead of developing on the Hill as L’Enfant 
had supposedly intended. 

In actuality nothing indicates that L’Enfant envisaged the 
Hill as the principal residential section of the city. Just as the 
deep water running close inshore along the Eastern Branch 
made its banks the logical place for the Navy Yard and mer- 
chants’ wharves and warehouses, so the executive department 
buildings would be most conveniently placed within easy reach 
of the Executive Mansion on the city’s north-south axis well to 
the west of the Capitol. And departmental officers and clerks, 
as more permanent residents than members of Congress, would 
be a larger factor in determining where people would live. Cer- 
tainly no record suggests that the commissioners betrayed the 
proprietors of the eastern section by arbitrarily introducing 
significant changes in L’Enfant’s plan. The controversies and 
recriminations merely complicated a difficult task. In fact, the 
commissioners encountered obstacles to progress at every turn.” 


*4 Kite, L’Enfant, pp. 53-57; Padover, Jefferson, pp. 63-126, 150, 163-64, 
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Yet in June 1800 the new national capital, however unfinished, 
was at last a reality. 

The arrival of executive officers and the public archives that 
month occasioned little excitement; the great moment would not 
come until Congress convened in November. Residents never- 
theless welcomed the first official newcomers. On June 3; 
Georgetown sent a delegation of citizens on horseback to greet 
President Adams at the District line and to escort him to the 
city’s Union Tavern, where a company of marines fired a salute 
in his honor. The next day the President drove on into Wash- 
ington to inspect the Executive Mansion and the Treasury and 
on June 5th to attend a reception arranged by citizens at the 
Capitol. Following a call upon the recently widowed Mrs. 
Washington at Mt. Vernon and then a large banquet in Alex- 
andria, the President departed for Massachusetts after spending 
only ten days in the District of Columbia. By then depart- 
mental heads or responsible subordinates had opened their 
offices for business in new, if too frequently cramped, quarters. 
Though the advent of 131 federal employees failed to bring 
the long-awaited prosperity, their presence dispelled citizens’ 
uneasiness lest Congress postpone its first session in Washing- 
ton.” 

Meanwhile the commissioners hurried on with their prepara- 
tions. They had obtained another $50,000, loaned by Maryland, 
but as the sale of lots in the city had virtually stopped in 1797, 
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Rec, x, 92, 151-54; “Extracts from the Report of the Committee” [to investi- 
gate federal expenditures], 29 Apr 1802, CHS Rec, 1x, 226-41; Oliver 
Wolcott to his wife, 4 Jul 1800, quoted in George Gibbs, Memoirs of the 
Administrations of Washington and John Adams, edited from the Papers of 
Oliver Wolcott, Secretary of the Treasury, 11, 276-78 (hereafter cited as 
Gibbs, Memoirs). 
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they were still short of money. Consequently in August 1800 
they cut the price of lots nearly in half, keeping only to the 
stipulation that purchasers must build on at least part of their 
property. That scheme worked. Dr. William Thornton, chief 
architect of the Capitol, prophesied a city of 160,000 in a very 
few years. During the summer communication improved. 
Stage coach lines increased the number of runs to the “Federal 
City,” and by November a traveller from Philadelphia might 
make the journey in thirty-three hours, though it generally took 
more. The theatre that opened in August closed in September 
after performances Mrs. Thornton considered “intolerably 
stupid,” but already there was talk of another season. To pro- 
vide some of the other amenities such as existed in Philadelphia, 
the half-dozen members of the Marine Corps band inaugurated 
weekly outdoor concerts, and during the early autumn sub- 
scribers organized two dancing “assemblies,” gathering at 
Stelle’s Tavern at five in the afternoon and ending at nine.** 

Still more important for the city, that fall the National Intel- 
ligencer and its weekly version, the Universal Gazette, began 
publication in Washington, while the Washington Federalist, 
the Museum and the Cabinet appeared in Georgetown, and, 
across the river, was the Alexandria Advertiser. The George- 
town papers were short-lived, but the Alexandria Advertiser, 
renamed the Gazette, has had a continuous existence to this 
day, and the Jntelligencer, though published in a city that 
would soon earn the name “graveyard of newspapers,” lasted 
till 1869.** The Intelligencer initially owed its vigor to its 
owner, printer, and editor, Samuel Harrison Smith, friend of 
Jefferson and formerly secretary of the American Philosophical 
Society. As vehicles of local advertising, purveyors of national 
news, and organs of political opinion, the papers contributed to 

26 Comrs’ Ltrs Sent, 13 May 1800, 27 Aug 1800; Comrs’ Prcdgs, 20 Aug, 
14 Nov 1800; Thornton Diary, 13 Aug 1800, CHS Rec, x, 178; Centinel of 
Liberty, 6 May, 6 Jun, 11 Jul 1800; National Intelligencer, 26 Nov 1800; 
Washington Federalist, 21 Nov 1800, 28 Apr 1802; Gibbs, Memoirs, 11, 378; 
ASP, Misc, 1, 254-55. 


27 Clarence S. Brigham, History and Bibliography of American News- 
papers, 1690-1820, 1, 87-108. 
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Washington a more nearly urban air than the years of planning 
and building had contrived. And because Samuel Harrison 
Smith and his charming wife, Margaret Bayard, were delighted 
with the young city, the columns of the Intelligencer and the 
exchange of ideas in Mrs. Smith’s hospitable drawing room 
helped temper harsh judgments upon the new capital. Within a 
year after saying of Washington “there is no industry, society 
or business,” Oliver Wolcott, in July 1800 still Secretary of the 
Treasury, might have conceded that the city had something to 
offer besides empty space.” 

Progress notwithstanding, Washington City in November 
_1800 was still a small, isolated community. Of the 501 “heads 
of households” enumerated in the census return, nineteen were 
the “original proprietors” who had signed the agreement with 
President Washington in June 1791, and a score or more were 
smaller landowners who had accepted similar terms somewhat 
later. Most of the rest were newcomers. Land speculation had 
attracted some of them. Thomas Law was probably the most 
notable of that group. Brother of a British peer and himself a 
wealthy man when he emigrated in 1795, he was one of the 
few large-scale investors in Washington real estate to make 
his home here after the failure of the Greenleaf and Morris 
syndicate had caused a sharp drop in local property values. 
His marriage to Mrs. Washington’s granddaughter, Eliza 
Custis, doubtless strengthened his ties to the new capital. 
Although the sugar refinery he financed near Greenleaf’s Point 
in 1797 closed down before 1801, Law ranked as Washington’s 
pioneer manufacturer. Professional men formed a third cate- 
gory of the city’s residents. William Cranch, a nephew of 
Abigail Adams, at first came as business agent for Robert 
Morris and James Nicholson but stayed on to serve as a federal 
commissioner and later as a judge of the circuit court. Several 
other lawyers, three or four physicians, and a half-dozen pastors 
lengthened the list of specially trained men. Opportunity to 
work on government building projects had brought still others— 


28 Gibbs, Memoirs, 11, 377. 
19 


FOUNDING OF THE NATIONAL CAPITAL 


Dr. William Thornton, remembered for his design of the 
Capitol, the Octagon House and other architectural triumphs; 
his rivals, English-born George Hadfield, the. Irishman. James 
Hoban, designer of the Executive Mansion; and several less 
talented rivals. 

While categories overlap, and a man like Daniel Carroll of 
Duddington was at once an original landed proprietor and 
owner of the busiest brick kilns in the city, the men intent upon 
exploiting the commercial possibilities of the new capital made 
up a rather distinct fourth group of citizens. Besides the sup- 
pliers of building materials—Robert Brent, for example, whose 
family owned the quarry at Acquia Creek which furnished stone 
for houses and federal buildings—there were merchants who 
hoped to establish import-export businesses. Colonel Tobias 
Lear, former secretary of General Washington, represented this 
kind of investor. Though the collapse of 1797 had injured the 
prospects of mercantile firms, some of the disappointed com- 
mercial adventurers remained in the city in the belief that the 
convening of Congress would mend their fortunes. Of all the 
men who anticipated a business future in the capital, the printers 
and the tavern and boardinghouse keepers were among the 
few to gauge correctly the chances of financial success. Officers 
attached to the Navy Yard and the Marine Corps unit, while 
subject to transfer, also rated as local citizens: Captain Thomas 
Tingey, Superintendent of the Navy Yard, in fact would be a 
fixture in Washington till his death in 1829. The other 300-400 
householders were largely craftsmen and day laborers, some of 
them free Negroes.? “The people are poor,” wrote Oliver 
Wolcott, adding rather disdainfully, “as far as I can judge, 
they live like fishes, by eating each other.”®° 

In addition to the people who chose to live in the federal 
District in 1800, its 14,093 souls included some 3,200 chattel 
bondsmen, a higher proportion than any later decade would 

29 Enumerator’s Return for the District of Columbia, Second Census of 
the U.S., 1800, pp. 117-50, Ms, N.A.; Comrs’ Predgs, 29 Jun 1791. 


89 Osborne, “Removal of the Government,” CHS Rec, 111, 158; Gibbs, 
Memoirs, 11, 377. 
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show. Some were field hands owned by farmers in the area 
outside the cities’ limits. (See Table I.) Ownership of the 623 
slaves in Washington City was scattered; only 7 people had as 
many as 10, and only the former planter Daniel Carroll of 
Duddington and Ann Burns had as many as 20. The local 


TABLE I 
POPULATION OF THE DistrRIcT oF COLUMBIA® 





1800 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 





D.C. Toran 14,093 24,023 33,039 39,834 43,712 51,687 75,080 131,700 


White 10,266 16,088 23,164 27,563 29,655 37,941 60,764 88,298 
Free Negro 783 2,549 4,048 6,152 8,461 10,059 11,131 43,422 
Slave 3,244 55505 65277 6,119 4,694 3,687 8,185 
WASHINGTON 
ToTAL 3,210 8,208 13,117 18,826 23,364 40,001 61,122 109,199 
White 2,464 5,904 9,376 13,367 16,843 29,730 50,139 73,731 
Free Negro 123 867 1,796 3,129 4,808 8,158 9,209 35,455 
Black 5,831 
Mulatto 3,378 
Slave 623 1,437 1,945 2,330 1,718 2,113 1,774 
GEORGETOWN 
TOTAL 2,993 4,948 7,360 8,441 eo? 8,366 8,733 11,384 
White 3,394b 3,235 5,099 6,122 5,124 6,080 6,798 8,113 
Free Negro 277% 551 894" 1,204 1,403 Telecel 1,358 3,271 
Black 562 
Mulatto 796 
Slave 1449 (1,162. -<1,521 “91,115 785 725 577 
WASHINGTON 
CountTy¢ Tota 1,941 235 2,729 2,994 3,069 3,320 5,225 ihe 
White 1,514 1,828 1,929 PRUNE 3,827 6,434 
Free Negro 168 167 288 340 564 4,678 
Black 238 
Mulatto 326 
Slave 1,047 999 812 849 834 
ALEXANDRIA 
City ToTaL 4,971 Tew 8,345 8,241 8,459 
White Sie 4,903 5,742 5,609 5,758 
Free Negro 369 836 1,168 1,371 1,627 
Slave 875 1,488 1,435 1,261 1,064 





a Compiled from U.S. Census, Second Through Ninth, 1800-1870 


b Georgetown and Washington County together 
¢ Washington County encompassed all the area beyond the Eastern Branch, and all above Washing: 


ton’s present-day Florida Avenue and Georgetown’s present-day R erdct, 


21 


FOUNDING OF THE NATIONAL CAPITAL 


attitude toward slavery, a visitor later remarked, was much like 
that in the West Indies. No one had expressed dismay at 
Andrew Ellicott’s employing Benjamin Banneker, a free Negro 
skilled in mathematics, as an assistant surveyor for the capital. 
But slaves, whether hired out by their masters for building 
operations or used as household servants, comprised the core of 
the labor force. The “peculiar institution” of the South was an 
accepted part of the social order of the new capital from its 
very beginning.** 

In November 1800 this was the community which, as the 
“permanent seat of empire,” Americans hoped would cement 
national unity forever. 


31 Third Census of the United States, 1810; David B. Warden, A 
Chorographical and Statistical Description of the District of Columbia, p. 64. 


1s CHAPTER II 


THE “SEAT OF EMPIRE,” 1800-1812 


= EVERY free resident of the District of Columbia 
TGs looked forward to November 17, 1800, the date 
PADD set for the first meeting of the “Grand Council of 
the Nation” in the new capital. On November 11, voters from 
Washington journeyed to Bladensburg, Maryland, to cast their 
ballots in the national election; Georgetowners and Alexan- 
drians voted in their own cities. The outcome of the struggle 
between Federalists and Republicans would not be known until 
later in the month, but meanwhile leading citizens in the ten- 
mile square cheerfully laid plans for a formal welcome to the 
106 representatives and 32 senators of the Sixth Congress.* 
Nothing went as intended. For lack of a quorum Congress 
had to postpone its opening till November 21. The much talked- 
of procession of citizens to the Capitol did not take place at all, 
partly because of quarrels over who should be master of cere- 
monies and partly because of a three-inch snowfall the day 
before. Mrs. Adams on her arrival found most of the Executive 
Mansion still unplastered, few furnishings ‘in place, no bell 
pulls, and a scarcity of firewood; she hung the family washing 
in the ceremonial East Room. Presidential levees would have to 
wait; even paying calls was difficult during the inclement 
weather. Congressmen complained of their crowded lodgings 
and of the city’s inconveniences and dreary appearance. Repre- 
sentative Griswold of Connecticut called it “both melancholy 
and ludicrous .. . a city in ruins.” Only President Adams’ 
message on the state of the Union seemed to hold out encourage- 
ment and to endow Washington with dignity: “In this city 
1 National Intelligencer, 12 Nov 1800 (hereafter cited as N.J.); Washing- 
ton Federalist, 16 Oct 1800; H Doc 49, 18C, 1S, Ser 94. 
2 N.I., 21 Nov 1800; Osborne, “Removal of the Government,” CHS Rec, 
11, 152-53; Letters of Mrs. Adams, Wife of John Adams, pp. 432-35; The 
Correspondence and Miscellanies of the Hon. John Cotton Smith, pp. 6, 147; 


Richard Griswold to Mrs. Fanny Griswold, 6 Dec 1800, Griswold Mss (Yale 
Univ); Allen C. Clark, Life and Letters of Dolly Madison, pp. 37-38. 
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may ... self-government which adorned the great character 
whose name it bears be forever held in veneration... . 

“Tt is with you, gentlemen, to consider whether the local 
powers over the District of Columbia vested by the Constitution 
in the Congress of the United States, shall be immediately 
exercised.” 

Congress chose to act promptly. Delay would leave the deci- 
sion in the hands of the recently victorious Republicans, oppo- 
nents of a strong central government; Federalists in the lame 
duck session of 1800-1801 had no time to lose if they were to 
make the federal capital a bulwark against the power of the 
states. Yet the bill presented to the House in December came as 
a shock to Washingtonians: the powers of the corporations of 
Alexandria and Georgetown and of all other incorporated bodies 
in the District were to remain unimpaired, the President was to 
have authority to replace with his own appointees the incum- 
bents of state executive and judicial offices within the District, 
but residents of Washington were to have no self-government. 
The laws in force in Virginia on December 1, 1800, were to 
constitute the legal code for the trans-Potomac part of the area, 
Maryland laws of that date, the code for the rest. Still worse 
from local citizens’ point of view, the bill ignored their 
rights to vote in national elections and have representation in 
Congress.* 

Protests sounded immediately. The most vigorous attack 
appeared in a series of articles published in the National Intel- 
ligencer over the signature “Epaminondas,” the pen name of 
Augustus Woodward, a Virginia-born lawyer recently moved 
from Alexandria to Washington.* He denied that the intent of 
the constitutional provision giving Congress exclusive legisla- 
tive authority over the District was to strip local citizens of all 

8 Annals, 6C, 2S, p. 723. 

4 Ibid., 6C, 28, pp. 824-25. 

5 The Museum and Washington and George-town Advertiser, 24 Dec 1800, 
12 Jan 1801; N.I., 24, 26, 29, 31 Dec 1800; Alexandria Advertiser, Gsnt5n 9, 


14 Jan 1801; Charles Moore, “Augustus Brevoort Woodward—Citizen of 
Two Cities,” CHS Rec, 1v, 114-17. 
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participation in their own government. Admitting a constitu- 
tional amendment necessary to permit them to vote for the 
President and Vice-President, elect a senator and, when the 
population had grown sufficiently, a representative, he urged 
prompt adoption of the amendment and meanwhile the creation 
of a “Territory of Columbia” with an elected legislature. “No 
policy can be worse than to mingle great and small concerns. 
The latter become absorbed in the former; are neglected and 
forgotten.” For, Woodward added, “It will impair the dignity 
of the national legislative, executive, and judicial authorities to 
be occupied with all the local concerns of the Territory of 
Columbia.” He pointed to the drawbacks of a dual legal system 
and, prophetic of the complaints to be repeated for the next 
seventy-five years, to the handicaps of fastening upon a new 
community unrevised eighteenth-century state laws. Finally, 
he derided the failure to specify what part of the District’s ex- 
penses should be borne by the federal government and what 
part by local taxpayers. Did the committee members imagine 
that the question would answer itself, or did they intend the 
federal government to lavish its resources upon “this favorite 
child”? Congress must consider “that we are legislating for 
posterity as well as for ourselves; and that the interest of millions 
unborn is confided to our hands.”° 

In the House of Representatives opposition to the bill arose 
from several mutually conflicting objections: the unsuitability 
of perpetuating state laws in a jurisdiction where the Constitu- 
tion decreed Congress must be supreme; conversely, the desir- 
ability of continuing the existing workable arrangement, which 
protected citizens’ political rights and was entirely proper since 
the Constitution did not require Congress to exercise its full 
authority; and, third, the unrighteousness of reducing men “in 
the very heart of the United States” to the condition of subjects 
whose rulers would be “independent and entirely above the 
control of the people.”’ Further consideration of the problem 


8 NI., 29, 31 Dec 1800. 
7 Annals, 6C, 2S, pp. 868-74, 876. 
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failed to bring agreement either in Congress or among local 
residents. A redrafted bill proposed a territorial legislature to 
be elected by District property-owners but gave it no authority 
to tax. In Washington, Georgetown, and Alexandria public 
meetings revealed the cleavage of opinion between men who 
abhorred the very thought of such restricted political power and 
those who considered federal rule their strongest economic 
anchor to windward. By February 1801 uncertainty about the 
political fate of the District had so undermined confidence in 
its future that a Maryland congressman declared, “serious 
doubts exist with judicious men how far the grants and accept- 
ances of lands, or their papers, afford them security for value 
received.”® 

Meanwhile the future of the Union itself appeared to be 
imperiled by the partisan conflict brought about by the tie in 
the electoral college between Thomas Jefferson and Aaron Burr 
for President and Vice-President. Every lesser question had to 
wait until the House of Representatives, upon which the tie 
thrust the decision, chose a President or permitted an inter- 
regnum to occur. The voting began on February 11 while a 
snowstorm raged outside. The contest was so bitter that one 
congressman, seriously ill though he was, insisted on being 
carried to the House in his bed in order to vote. Six days later, 
after one thirty-six-hour session followed by shorter ones, the 
thirty-fourth ballot elected Thomas Jefferson. Relief spread 
through the capital that constitutional procedures had prevailed. 
But residents had had dramatic proof that the mingling of 
“great and small concerns” would always mean neglect of local 
interest. 

Time was too short in the fortnight remaining before the 
presidential inauguration to permit any settlement of District 
affairs. Only one inadequate measure was possible. In the 
very last days of the session Congress established a judiciary for 
the ten-mile square, dividing it into Washington County where 


8 Ibid., pp. 991-1004; N.I., 30 Jan, 6, 9 Feb 1801; Alexandria Advertiser, 
2, 19, 24, 26 Feb, 2, 3, 4, 11 Mar 1801. 
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Maryland law should run and Alexandria County across the 
Potomac where Virginia law should apply. Outside the cities’ 
limits in each county, presidentially appointed officials known 
as the levy court, in keeping with Maryland and Virginia 
custom, would assess taxes and administer routine local affairs. 
A circuit court consisting of a chief justice and two associates 
was to hold four sessions yearly in each county, and procedures 
in each were to conform to the state’s. Justices of the peace and 
a marshal selected by the President completed the judicial sys- 
tem. Among the twenty-three “midnight judges” whom John 
Adams appointed as his last act in office was his wife’s nephew, 
William Cranch; the simultaneous appointment of William 
Marbury as a justice of the peace would make that otherwise 
obscure Marylander’s name famous because Chief Justice 
Marshall of the Supreme Court used the case Marbury vs. 
Madison to proclaim for the first time his doctrine of the sanctity 
of the Constitution. The able Judge Cranch would serve the 
District circuit court with distinction for fifty-four years. But 
so far from unifying the District of Columbia, the new con- 
gressional laws formalized and widened its split into two juris- 
dictions.° 

Yet in the months following the March day when Thomas 
Jefferson walked from his New Jersey Avenue boardinghouse 
to the Capitol to be sworn in as the third President of the United 
States, Washington began to taste a little of the long-hoped-for 
prosperity. Anxiety lest Congress vote to move to another 
locality subsided as the federal Treasury poured money into the 
completion of the building for the State and War Departments, 
furnishing the Executive Mansion, adding to the Capitol the 
“Oven,” an elliptical chamber for the temporary accommoda- 
tion of the House of Representatives, constructing barracks for 
the Marine Corps, and readying the Navy Yard for outfitting 
ships. Sale of public lots, it is true, lagged. The commissioners, 


9 Irving Brant, James Madison, Secretary of State, 1800-1809, pp. 21-33; 
Annals, 6C, 2S, pp. 1552-55, 1563-65; Walter S. Cox, “Efforts to Obtain a 
Code of Laws for the District of Columbia,” CHS Rec, 111, 115-16. 


27 


“SEAT OF EMPIRE” 


obliged to raise money to meet payment due on the government’s 
debt to Maryland, held two auctions during 1801 without 
netting for some of the land as much as the purchase price of 
1791. But in spite of that sign that Americans elsewhere lacked 
faith in the city, and in spite of renewed controversy about what 
was public and what private property, business in Washington 
quickened. New dry goods, grocery, and jewelry shops opened. 
Additional boardinghouses began to compete with those on New 
Jersey Avenue and with Pontius S. Stelle’s hotel on Capitol 
Square, Tunnicliffe’s Tavern nearby, and the inns on Pennsyl- 
vania Avenue. New establishments also appeared in George- 
town. Andrew MacDonald’s Mechanics’ Hall offered men who 
did not “think themselves above a mechanic,” several “genteel 
rooms, with fireplaces,” and a ready supply of beer and porter. 
Before the end of the year Washington had 599 habitable 
houses, and rentals were bringing an annual 20 percent return 
on the investment. “No town in the Union,” asserted the Jntel- 
ligencer, “has advanced so rapidly.” 

Moreover when the Potomac Company in 1802, after seven- 
teen years of work, completed the locks and canal around the 
Great Falls above Georgetown, merchants in all three District 
cities anticipated an unparalleled growth of trade with the 
hinterland. Although Thomas Law had lost most of the fortune 
he had invested in Washington real estate in the 1790's, he and 
several associates seized upon what appeared to be a new oppor- 
tunity. They obtained from Congress a charter to dig a canal 
from the Tiber to the Eastern Branch below the Navy Yard. 
L’Enfant’s plan had included such a canal but, for want of 
money, the commissioners had abandoned the scheme in 1792. 
It promised to enable shippers to move upcountry grain and 
flour across the city from the mouth of Tiber Creek to ocean- 
going vessels docked on the Eastern Branch and thence to trans- 
port imports inland without risking the dangers of sailing 

10 Annals, 7C, 2S, pp. 1304-16; N.I., 15, 26 Dec 1800, 7 Sep, 18, 21, 28 
Dec 1801, 21 Jul, 6 Oct 1802; American State Papers, Miscellaneous, 1, 


219, 221, 254, 257, 260, 330-38 (hereafter cited as ASP, Misc); Comrs’ 
Predgs, 27 May, 20 Jun 1801; Bryan, Capital, 1, 518-19. 
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around Greenleaf’s Point and beating upstream against the 
current. Promoters believed the Washington Canal Company 
would enable the city to compete commercially with Alexandria 
and Georgetown." 

Still businessmen knew their future must be precarious as 
long as the political relationship of community and federal 
government remained unsettled. Alexandria and Georgetown 
had retained their city governments, but they too were uneasy. 
Early in 1802, however, the revival in Congress of the proposal 
for a single territorial government with an appointed governor 
and an elected legislature again showed the lack of unanimity 
and fierce competitiveness among the three cities. Protests 
against “taxation without representation” rose in all three. Alex- 
andrians opposed also any consolidation with the Maryland 
section of the District: “The inhabitants of the two divisions 
have been long under the influence of different systems of laws, 
paying allegiance to different authorities . . . and [are] com- 
petitors in commerce.” So great was the diversity “that no 
subordinate legislature can be expected to give general satis- 
faction.” In May Washingtonians petitioned for and obtained 
a charter creating a municipal corporation that put them on a 
nearly equal political footing with their rivals but did not resolve 
the larger problem of District voting in national elections and 
representation in Congress.” 

Within seven months of electing a city council, Washington 
property-owners, joined by men in Washington County, asked 
for a territorial government. Again Alexandria objected. At 
that point a Massachusetts congressman suggested retroceding 
the two segments of the District back to Maryland and Virginia. 
That plan in one form or another occupied the attention of 
Congress at intervals over the next four years, for important 
principles as well as private interests were at stake. Supporters 

11 Sanderlin, National Project, p. 36; Annals, 7C, 1S, pp. 426, 1300, 
1351-55; [Thomas Law], “Observations on the Intended Canal in Washing- 
ton City,” CHS Rec, viii, 159-68; ASP, Misc, 1, 258-59. 


12 N.J., 22 Jan, 5, 16 Feb 3, 24 Mar, 30 Apr, 4 Jun 1802; Annals, 7C, 
1S, p. 463. 
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argued that retrocession would restore to local citizens their 
rights as free men and save Congress the time and annoyance of 
handling purely local problems. The opposition pointed to the 
binding character of the constitutional provision, the advantages 
for the area of beneficent federal rule and some citizens’ avowed 
preference for it. Behind the eloquent words of both attackers 
and defenders lay implicit the thought that retrocession was but 
a first step on a course that would end in moving the capital to a 
northern city."* By 1808 the debate had come to revolve solely 
upon the desirability of transferring the government to Philadel- 
phia. Washington, congressmen declared, would never become 
a metropolis; living costs were excessive, inconveniences num- 
berless, and the “debasement” of citizens willing to sacrifice 
their political freedom for pecuniary gain left them with no 
claim to consideration. Washingtonians breathed easier when 
the discussion ranged so far afield that the House dropped the 
subject altogether.* 

Whether, in the interest of reclaiming full political rights, 
any Washingtonian had ever stood ready to risk loss of the 
capital is doubtful. Men had invested in property in the city 
because here was to be the seat of government. Stripped of 
that privilege, Washington would wither. Alexandria, in the 
years ahead, would repeatedly seek to cut her ties to the federal 
government, and Georgetown would unsuccessfully try to 
return to Maryland. Citizens of Washington, on the other hand, 
alarmed by the talk of removing the capital, after 1806 fore- 
swore their campaign to get a voice in national affairs. At the 
great public dinner celebrating Captain Meriwether Lewis’ safe 
return from his 4,000-mile journey up the Missouri and on to 
the western ocean, one of the twenty-seven toasts offered was 
“To the District of Columbia: unrepresented in the national 
councils, may she never experience the want of national patron- 

13 N.I., 10 Jan, 23 May 1803, 27 Feb 1804; Annals, 7C, 2S, pp. 426-27, 
493-507, 8C, 18, pp. 1199-1200, 8C, 2S, pp. 874-981, 9C, 1S, pp. 457-58, 


532. 


14NJ., 8 Jan 1808; Alex. Advertiser, 20 Jan 1808; Annals, 10C, 1S, pp. 
1531-80, 1583-96. 


30 


“SEAT OF EMPIRE’ 


age.” For the time being, such subtle reminders had to suffice. 
Washington’s qualified voters saw fit to make the most of the 
degree of local self-government they had won.” 

The first act of incorporation granted Washington a two-year 
charter. The President, empowered to appoint the mayor, chose 
the dignified Robert Brent, a representative of the original 
landed proprietors of the area. The mayor had a veto over the 
acts of the city council, although a three-fourths majority of 
both chambers might override his negative. Free white male 
taxpayers with a year of residence elected from the city at 
large a common council which then chose five of its members 
to serve as an upper house. Amendments in 1804 made both 
chambers directly elective, and a new charter in 1812 vested 
the choice of mayor in the hands of a twenty-man council now 
composed of two aldermen and three councilmen elected by 
voters in each of the four wards into which the city was divided. 
The council was to provide for support of the poor, see to repair 
of the streets, build bridges, safeguard health and abate nui- 
sances, regulate licenses, establish fire wards and night patrols, 
levy a real estate tax, and, after 1804, it might open public 
schools. Local property assessment fell to presidentially ap- 
pointed justices of the peace, and a superintendent, also chosen 
by the President, replaced the commissioners who had had 
charge of the sale of public lots in the city. In 1811 an attempt 
to override the property qualification for suffrage brought male 
inmates of the poor house to the polls where candidates for office 
paid the 25-cent property tax for each prospective supporter, and 
each cast his vote. The entire election was thereupon declared 
void. To safeguard against such disruptions in the future, the 
charter of 1812 limited the voters’ list to names entered on the 
assessors’ books at least two months in advance.” 


15 N.I., 24 Dec 1802, 23 May 1803, 16 Jan 1807; Annals, 8C, 2S, pp. 
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16 Annals, 7C, 1S, pp. 1377-80, 8C, 1S, pp. 1258-59, 12C, 1S, pp. 2284- 
91; H Rpt 83, 19C, 1S, Ser 14; ptn, H12A-F4.7, 13 Dec 1811, RG 233, NA 
(Since all petitions to the House are in RG 233, and all to the Senate in RG 
46, hereafter that detail will be omitted. ) 


31 


“SEAT OF EMPIRE” 


If Oliver Wolcott correctly described Washingtonians of 
1800 as living “by eating each other,” in time able-bodied 
workmen obviously found other means of survival. By 1810 
the city had 5,900 white and some 860 free colored inhabitants. 
But in spite of that growth, material progress was slow. Ups 
were followed by downs, affected in part by the insecurity born 
of congressional flirtations with moving the capital, in part by 
the cutthroat competition among the District’s three cities, and 
in part by business fluctuations in the rest of the country.” Yet 
reverses notwithstanding, belief endured that, once investment 
capital flowed in, the natural resources of the Potomac region 
would make the District of Columbia a commercial and indus- 
trial center of the United States. 

In a period before men understood the perils of navigating 
the upper Potomac or the full difficulty of developing manufac- 
tures, that faith appeared better founded than it would look 
later. The riches of the Ohio Valley seemingly could flow more 
easily over the mountains to the Potomac than over the longer 
routes to Philadelphia or by way of Lake Erie and the Hudson 
River to New York. Furs and farm produce brought down the 
Potomac to tidewater would move from Alexandria, George- 
town, and, upon completion of the Washington Canal, from 
wharves on the Eastern Branch to Europe, the West Indies, 
and American seaboard markets; in due course shops along the 
brooks and factories at the fall line of the river above George- 
town would turn out manufactures to ship upstream and over 
the mountains to the West. In 1802 the Shenandoah Valley of 
Virginia was already supplying Alexandria with flour for ex- 
port; within a ten-week period some fifty sloops and brigs cleared 
the port. Five years later Alexandria and Georgetown mer- 
chants between them exported $800,000 of flour during the 
early summer, and the entire District, according to the local 
press, “experienced an almost incredible addition to its com- 
mercial ability. Besides an unusual supply of tobacco, corn, 


17 Third Census of the United States, 1810; Clark, Greenleaf and Law, 
ps Lele 
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bacon, butter [and] whiskey . . . above 80,000 barrels of flour 
have been“brought down the Potomac this season, which is 
more than double the quantity ever received in one season be- 
fore.” Optimism thus seemed warranted. But just as a pro- 
longed struggle to raise $80,000 delayed a start on the Wash- 
ington Canal until 1810, so lack of capital, men were convinced, 
was the one great obstacle to rapid expansion of all District 
enterprises.*® 

Banks appeared to be the surest source of capital. The signa- 
tures of bank officials on notes that circulated as money seemed 
automatically to create wealth. And insofar as credit rested on 
faith, in a country of boundless natural resources credit wisely 
used could create wealth. Persuaded that the trade of the back 
country would go to Baltimore and Philadelphia unless a local 
bank could extend credit to farmers, the Virginia Assembly had 
chartered the Bank of Alexandria as early as 1792, and a year 
later Maryland chartered the Bank of Columbia in George- 
town, primarily for use of the commissioners in charge of build- 
ing the federal city. In 1801 the Bank of the United States 
opened a branch in Washington. Three more banks founded 
before 1809 brought nominal banking capital in the District to 
more than $1,500,000. But the demand for credit to use in 
building roads and canals outran the supply.*® Nor was it only 
local men who saw a great commercial future awaiting the 
District. In considering the petition of local banking houses for 
more liberal charters, in 1810 a committee of the House of 
Representatives declared: “that the founding and erection of 
so extensive a city as the permanent seat of empire for the 
United States, must obviously require the aid of vast resources, 

18 Alex. Advertiser, 26 Apr, 15 Jun, 4 Nov 1802, 13 Jun 1803, 17 Jul 
1807; Padover, Jefferson, p. 321; N.I., 18 May, 1 Jun, 17 Jul 1807, 4 May 
1810; “Observations on the Intended Canal,” CHS Rec, vi, 164; Clark, 
Greenleaf and Law, pp. 256-57; Annals, 10C, 1S, p. 853, 12C, 1S, pp. 
2291-92. 

19 Harry E. Miller, Banking Theories in the United States before 1860, 
pp. 11-12; N.J., 11 Apr, 24 Sep 1806, 19 Sep 1812; “Petition of Merchants 
of Alexandria, 1792,” The William and Mary Quarterly, 2nd Series, 111, 


(Jul 1923), pp. 206-07; Bryan, Capital, 1, 222-23; Davis R. Dewey, State 
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and that that consideration offers additional inducements to 
give the most advantageous extension to the monied capital it 
may possess. . . . It can no longer be doubted that, the District 
of Columbia is actined to an enviable, and perhaps unrivalled 
enjoyment of commerce.””® 

Congress granted charters giving the banks virtual carte 
blanche to stretch their credit resources to the limit and beyond. 
Furthermore, when the Senate refused to renew the charter of 
the Bank of the United States, the Treasury deposited most of 
its funds with the Bank of Columbia in Georgetown and, for a 
time, small amounts with other District banks. Officials of the 
local institutions felt themselves permanent financial agents of 
the federal government. Although shareholders even in the 
long-established Bank of Columbia had paid only part of their 
subscriptions, dividends in some years ran as high as 10 percent 
on the authorized capital.” 

The first concern both of bankers and borrowers was to im- 
prove communication and to widen markets and sources of 
supply. Each city fought for herself and had no compunction 
about ruining her neighbors. When the federal Embargo and 
the later Non-Intercourse Acts halted trade with Europe, duties 
on District imports dropped from $124,000 to $20,000 in a 
single year, but common troubles failed to make common cause 
among the three rivals.” While Washingtonians struggled to 
finance the Washington Canal, Georgetown merchants, who 
were threatened by the silting up of the river channel approach- 
ing their wharves, poured money into dredging along the river 
front. As spreading mud banks and shallows continued to inter- 
fere with navigation, the town obtained permission from 
Congress to build a dam downstream where the river divided at 
Mason’s, or Analostan, Island: a causeway from the island to 
the Virginia shore might divert the river’s main flow so that 
the full force of the current would scour out the mud blocking 

20 ASP, Misc. 11, 45-47. 

21 Annals, 11C, 28, pp. 1368-73, 11C, 3S, pp. 837-40, 1302-25; N.I., 
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the approach to Georgetown. Inasmuch as boats sailing down- 
river for Alexandria had always used the western channel, the 
causeway built during 1810 handicapped Alexandria. Nor did 
it greatly benefit her competitor; obstructions in the main chan- 
nel withstood every effort to clear them.”® Alexandria mean- 
while got congressional approval of bridging the Potomac from 
the low-lying promontory on the southwestern shore to the foot 
of Maryland Avenue in Washington. Although Georgetowners 
and Washingtonians who owned property near the mouth of 
the Tiber Creek argued that a bridge would impede river navi- 
gation, the bridge when completed in 1809 halved the distance 
by road from the capital to Alexandria. And roads were only 
less important than waterways in opening up trade. Alexan- 
drians built several highways westward and a road to “Bridge 
Point,” while across the Potomac companies undertook the 
construction of turnpikes northward toward Baltimore and 
Montgomery.” 

Visions of turning the District into a manufacturing center, 
however, remained only visionary. Craftsmen turned out arti- 
cles by hand for local purchasers—hats, boots, and shoes, some 
furniture and nails, a little tinware, rope for ships’ rigging, a 
few firearms from an Alexandria gunsmithy, beer brewed in 
the building that Thomas Law had erected for a sugar refinery 
at Greenleaf’s Point, and, after 1807, window panes made by 
Bohemian workmen in the “Glass House” near Easby’s Point 
on the Potomac.» When Jefferson’s Embargo Act gave impetus 
to making the United States “independent of the workshops of 
Europe,” Samuel Harrison Smith declared that in pursuing an 

23 Annals, 8C, 2S, pp. 711-21, 792-807, 809-11, 1660; Ordinances of the 
Corporation of Georgetown, 16 Jun 10, pp. 244-45; Alexandria Gazette, 6 
a4: Aviiate CRASS pp. 349, 422, 424, 8C, 2S, pp. 1175-76, 10C, 1S, pp. 
2819-26, 2854-57, 10C, 2S, pp. 1837-55, 11C, 2S, pp. 2530-40, 12C, 18, 
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object “at once local and national . . . few towns in the Union 
have greater natural advantages.”*° Td June 1808 Mayor Brent 
called a ah meeting to formulate plans for a company to 
manufacture “cotton, wool, hemp and flax.” While Alexan- 
drians, unwilling to join in Washington’s venture, organized 
their own cotton companies, Samuel Harrison Smith, Judge 
Cranch, and Dr. Cornelius Coningham obtained 400 subscrip- 
tions to the Columbia Manufacturing Company. The shop 
opened on Pennsylvania Avenue between 14th and 15th Streets. 
But, like similar attempts at home manufactures in other parts 
of the country, the local companies went out of business before 
1Ssis% 

Although private industrial enterprise proved abortive, a 
variety of government undertakings spurred Washington’s 
growth. Men who had originally come for business careers were 
frequently drawn into government service either by choice or 
necessity. So William Cranch became a federal judge; ‘Tobias 
Lear, his mercantile venture ruined, accepted assignment in the 
consular service; and Samuel Harrison Smith, after illness 
obliged him to sell the National Intelligencer in 1810, kept his 
recently acquired presidency of the Bank of Washington but 
also became federal commissioner of revenue in 1813. The chief 
manufacturing establishment in the city was the Navy Yard. 
Until 1806 it was limited to equipping and repairing ships, but 
that year a commission to build fifty gunboats opened up jobs 
for 175 civilian workmen at pay that for some ran as high as 
$1.81 a day. Navy Yard orders kept two local rope-walks busy 
and benefited whiskey dealers, for workmen expected the 
equivalent of the modern coffee break, and Commandant 
Tingey, upon discovering how much time went into their morn- 
ing visits to the grog shops, purchased 100-barrel lots of 
whiskey and issued “refreshments” on the job. When the Office 
of the Superintendent of the Indian Trade moved from Philadel- 

26 N.J., 20 Jun 1808. 
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phia to Georgetown in 1808, that government installation also 
created business for local suppliers. Shipments of kettles, 
blankets, and smaller articles went from the warehouse on Falls 
Street to government factors in the West, who were to trade 
them for furs without cheating the Indians. On Greenleaf’s Point 
the building of ordnance storehouses and powder caches held 
out prospects for a manufacturing arsenal there. 

Perhaps most reassuring of all to the city was the construction 
of the south wing of the Capitol and completion of the Senate 
wing. Under the direction of the talented architect Benjamin 
Latrobe, skilled workmen built the chamber for the House of 
Representatives. At the instigation of President Jefferson, 
Guiseppe Franzoni and Giovanni Andrei came from Carrara, 
Italy, to carve the decorative stone work of the building’s in- 
terior, notably the slender fluted columns that Latrobe designed, 
using corn tassles instead of acanthus leaves for the motif of 
the capitals. “These capitals,” Latrobe noted wryly, “obtained 
me more applause from members of Congress than all the works 
of magnitude or difficulty that surrounded them.”* 

As the community acquired some sense of permanence, 
churches began to rise. At first the chamber of the House of 
Representatives did duty. There, in an atmosphere more social 
than religious, chaplains of Congress or visiting ministers of 
every denomination preached from the Speaker’s desk, and the 
Marine Band, resplendent in uniform, played “pieces of psal- 
mody.” People who preferred more formal services might 
journey to Georgetown or perhaps join the small group of 
Scottish Presbyterians who worshipped in a corridor of the 
Treasury. In 1806 St. Patrick’s Roman Catholic Church on 
F Street was consecrated and by 1810 an organ installed. A 
converted tobacco warehouse on New Jersey Avenue bought 
from Daniel Carroll served Episcopalians of Washington parish 

28 Padover, Jefferson, pp. 355, 462; Anthony G. Dietz, “The Government 
Factory System and the Indian Trade,” pp. 146-63 (M.A. Thesis, 1953, 
American Univ.); Henry B. Hibben, Navy Yard, Washington, History from 


Organization, 1799, to Present Date, pp. 33-39, 47; Bryan, Capital, 1, 526- 
27; Warden, Chorographical Description, 45-46. 


37 


“SEAT OF EMPIRE’ 


until Benjamin Latrobe in 1807 completed Christ Church on 
southeast G Street. Methodists then moved into the warehouse 
until they in turn erected a church near the Navy Yard. A 
Society of Friends built a meetinghouse on I Street in 1808, a 
Baptist church rose on F Street, a Presbyterian church nearby, 
and later a second south of the Capitol. Except for St. Patrick’s 
and the exquisitely proportioned Christ Church, none of these 
buildings had architectural distinction. Indeed the congrega- 
tions were generally poor, and several pastors, the rector of 
Christ Church included, ministered to their flocks on Sundays 
but kept the wolf from their own doors during the week by 
holding clerkships in the Treasury Department.” 

While government jobs and government enterprises were 
Washington’s mainstay, congressional refusal after 1801 to 
spend money on improving the federal city was a constant source 
of irritation of local taxpayers. Most of the streets were little 
more than paths. If a person lodging west of the President’s 
House wished to call upon friends living near the Navy Yard, 
he must walk or ride over three or four miles of rough rutted 
roads deep in mud or thick with dust. At night the journey 
was hazardous; pot-holes and tree stumps threatened to over- 
turn carriages; most of the thoroughfares lay in utter darkness 
and the feeble light of the occasional oil lamp near a government 
building intensified rather than lessened the blackness beyond. 
Like Americans, foreign visitors invariably complained bitterly 
about these discomforts and, unlike their hosts, tended to see in 
the very layout of the capital a sign of American delusions of 
grandeur. The satirical verses of the Irish poet, Thomas 

29 Charles Jared Ingersoll, Inchiquin, the Jesuit’s Letters, p. 53; Annals, 
7C, 1S, p. 1096, 10C, 2S, pp. 856-57; Ethan Allen, Sketch of Washington 
Parish, 1794-1855, D.C. Miscellany; William P. and Julia P. Cutler, Life, 
Journals, and Correspondence of Rev. Manasseh Cutler, L.L.D., 11, 183; 
N.I., 15, 25 May 1801, 4 Mar 1803, 28 May 1806, 5 Aug 1807; John 
Haskins, “Music in the District of Columbia, 1800-1814,” p. 7 (M.A. 
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see Bryan, Capital, 1, 84-88, 599-607. 
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Moore, who visited Washington in 1804, ridiculed the pre- 
tentiousness’ of the straggling untidy little city: 


Where tribunes rule, where dusky Davi bow, 
And what was Goose Creek once is Tiber now: 
This embryo capital, where Fancy sees 

Squares in morasses, obelisks in trees; 

Where second-sighted seers e’en now adorn 
With shrines unbuilt and heroes yet unborn 
Though now but woods—and Jefferson—they see 
Where streets should run and sages ought to be.” 


Except for approving President Jefferson’s request to plant 
Lombardy poplars along the avenue from the Treasury to the 
Capitol and in 1807 appropriating $3,000 for repairs to that 
thoroughfare, Congress left to local taxpayers the entire burden 
of grading and gravelling the streets. As L’Enfant’s plan 
called for avenues 160 feet wide and streets not less than 80, 
the cost of paving was far too high for a city of perhaps 350 
taxpayers. The most valuable real estate was federally owned 
and therefore tax-exempt. Yet as long as proposals were 
recurring on the Hill to return the capital to Philadelphia, local 
property-owners saw the wisdom of making Washington as 
comfortable as possible for Congress. After the Embargo Act 
passed, moreover, talk of New England secession from the 
Union, while not wholly believed, caused enough uneasiness in 
Washington to suggest the folly of criticizing a harried Con- 
gress for neglect of the city. After a final temperate plea for 
federal funds Mayor Brent dropped the matter.” 

The streets and avenues, by the terms of. the proprietors’ 
agreement with the President in 1791, were clearly federal 
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property, but individual subscriptions paid for a sidewalk along 
part of F Street, municipal taxes paved one or two other 
stretches, and, all told, expenditures on highways and-bridges 
represented in most years a sizable part of the city’s annual 
budget—in 1805-1806, for example, nearly $4,300 out of $9,000 
collected in taxes and license fees.** The fiscal powers vested in 
county officials further complicated Washington’s finances. 
Inasmuch as Congress perpetuated the levy courts, originally an 
eighteenth-century Maryland and Virginia institution charged 
with collecting taxes, building roads, and keeping order in rural 
areas, presidentially appointed justices of the peace continued 
to assess city as well as county property-owners. Fortunately 
for Washingtonians clarification of the law in 1812 relieved 
them of all county charges except “general” expenses. The 
municipal tax rate was set at 25 cents on every $100 of assessed 
valuation until 1808, at 50 cents thereafter. License fees 
brought in nearly a third of the city’s yearly income; the charges 
for retail stores and “ordinaries” netted the largest amount, 
“pleasurable” carriages and hackney coaches another several 
hundred dollars, and imposts on slaves and on “all animals of 
the dog kind” most of the rést. Still all sources together failed 
to produce adequate revenue. Within two years of her incor- 
poration Washington had to borrow money. The theme of 
municipal poverty that would dominate most periods of the 
city’s history for the next eighty years had taken form by 1804.*° 

Indeed the attitude of many members of Congress suggested 
that they expected Washington to embody all the graces and 
conveniences they had enjoyed in the wealthiest and second 
largest city in the country. Without financial assistance that 
expectation was patently unreasonable. A new city could not 
afford water works like Philadelphia’s. The corporation dug 

84NJ., 1 Jun 1803, 2 Jun 1806; Comrs’ Predgs, 23, 27 May 1800; 
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wells in the public squares and engaged a “pump mender,” but 
only householders on two blocks of lower Pennsylvania Avenue 
had piped water brought into their dwellings at their own 
expense from a spring in the neighborhood. The municipality 
had to protect as best it could both federal and private property. 
Although major crime was rare and ordinarily most of the 
occupants of the county jail were insolvent debtors and runaway 
slaves, Washington was overrun with petty thieves. More than 
one federal official followed President Jefferson’s example of 
spending the summer months away from the capital, leaving 
untenanted houses prey to the burglar. A single officer strove to 
police the area from Rock Creek to the Navy Yard until Mayor 
Brent and the council doubled the force in 1811. Whether one 
man or two, the police had the further responsibility of inspect- 
ing the fire buckets of the volunteer fire companies and of 
enforcing the few sanitary regulations designed to prevent the 
spread of dysentery, yellow fever, small pox, and malaria in a 
city dotted with swampy stretches and pools of stagnant water.** 
Probably the community’s most distressing burden, however, 
was relief of the poor, including the “transient paupers” for 
whom Congress made no provision. 

Why a new city should contain a disproportionate number of 
needy people was a question no one could answer with certainty. 
Benjamin Latrobe, while supervising construction of the south 
wing of the Capitol, wrote indignantly of the troubles of work- 
men brought to the city to work on public buildings and then 
left high and dry when Congress failed to appropriate money to 
complete the work. The states, inheritors of the English legal 
system, accepted the principle embodied in the Elizabethan poor 
laws that cities and parishes need not support “transient pau- 
pers”; the care of those who could not be shipped home fell to 
the states. Because Congress recognized no similar obligation 
to the District of Columbia, transients stranded penniless in 

36 Allen C. Clark, “The Mayoralty of Robert Brent,” CHS Rec, xxxtlI-Iv, 
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Washington became a charge upon the thin municipal purse. 
In 1802 about 42 percent of the city’s revenues went for poor 
relief, 28 percent the following year, and $1,700, plus.$51 for 
“lunatics,” out of the $10,000 budget of 1806. While Mayor 
Brent engaged a physician and appointed Trustees of the Poor 
to determine who should receive help, the city council authorized 
the trustees to issue clothing bought from public funds, to pay 
over to needy “resident families” a sum not to exceed $2 a week 
each, and to contract for room and board for single persons 
either in private households, at the Washington County alms- 
house, or after 1809 at the city poorhouse built at 6th and M 
Streets on the city’s northern rim. To supplement these provi- 
sions, charitable citizens organized systematic canvasses for 
voluntary contributions, and during the particularly severe 
winter of 1810 the Washington Benevolent Society of Young 
Men established a regular fund “to alleviate the distresses” of 
the poor.* 

In spite of the financial pressures upon the city, in 1804 lead- 
ing citizens petitioned for the right to establish a tax-supported 
school system. They were doubtless influenced by hopes that 
Congress would found a national university in the capital and 
thus turn the city into a center of American cultural and intel- 
lectual life. Common schools would form the base of an educa- 
tional pyramid with a college and a federally financed university 
at the top. President Washington had set aside nineteen acres of 
land in the city for a national university and had willed his 
shares in the Potomac Company for its support, but Congress 
delayed action until the stock was worthless and then, under 
pressure from extreme states’ rights advocates, concluded that 
the Constitution forbade an appropriation for such a purpose.** 
No congressman, on the other hand, objected to the municipal- 
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ity’s paying for public schools. When the city council dis- 
covered thatit could not expect federal financial help, certainly 
none comparable to the grants of public land for schools in the 
territories, free education seemed for a time to be a luxury the 
city could not afford; one councilman argued that to settle a 
“large salary” on a “professor” was merely to encourage him to 
sloth. Most communities outside New England still considered 
the education of children a private, not a public, responsibility. 
Nevertheless in December 1804 the city enacted a measure 
turning over to elected trustees for public schools $1,500 annu- 
ally from the license fees for hacks, peddlers, taverns, dogs, 
and slaves. Six months later when private subscriptions from 
190 individuals had brought in an additional $4,000, Thomas 
Jefferson, Mayor Brent, Captain Thomas Tingey, Judge 
Cranch, Samuel Harrison Smith, and eight other distinguished 
citizens became trustees of the “Permanent Institution for the 
Education of Youth.”* 

The scope of the school system thus started soon proved far 
narrower than the board of trustees had intended. Because 
“most of the plans projected in the city have failed principally 
from undertaking them before the necessary means were ac- 
quired,” the trustees chose initially to provide free schooling 
only for poor children; those whose parents could afford tuition 
were to pay. Negro children were excluded not by any rule 
but as a matter of course. Free pupils were to get instruction 
in the three R’s and grammar; pay pupils were to have geog- 
raphy and Latin lessons as well. Every poor child must apply 
for admission, but the trustees hoped to impose secrecy upon 
the teachers about his charity status. This attempt to combine 
public and private education would end in fastening upon the 
institutions the label “pauper schools” to which self-respecting 
parents would not send their children. Yet in 1805 the arrange- 
ment was probably the only one feasible. Most of the fund 
raised by subscriptions was to go into two schoolhouses, one 
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near the Capitol, the other near the President’s House. For 
teaching six to eight hours five days a week forty-seven weeks of 
the year, two principals were to receive annual salaries of $500, 
two assistants $250 to $300 each. 

The western school opened in February 1806 in a rented 
building on Pennsylvania Avenue between 17th and 18th 
Streets, the eastern school in May in one of Daniel Carroll’s 
row houses on Ist Street, where the Library of Congress stands 
today. President Jefferson later allowed the trustees to build on 
land belonging to the United States, but the cost, nearly $1,600, 
exceeded the funds subscribed and collected. The trustees then 
cancelled the fixed salaries and let the principals instead pocket 
all tuition fees and $20 for each “pauper.” Still expenses ran so 
high that taxpayers complained of the wild extravagances that 
ate up 15 percent of the municipal budget. The council there- 
upon cut the city’s contribution from $1,500 to $800. The 
trustees, unable to get the cut restored and consequently unable 
to support the “institution for the education of youth in anything 
like a state of respectability,” reluctantly decided to resort to a 
Lancastrian school where one teacher could preside over a 
hundred or more children and the older pupils instruct the 
younger. Georgetown already had a successful Lancastrian 
school in operation. An experienced teacher brought over from 
England should be able to make the scheme work in Washing- 
ton, releasing funds for two academies for more advanced 
scholars. With the help of money raised by a lottery, two Lan- 
castrian schools opened in 1812, but their quality was disap- 
pointing. Private schools meanwhile were multiplying; interest 
in free public education was clearly on the wane. The trustees 
of the Permanent Institution for the Education of Youth de- 
clared their functions ended, killed by public indifference.*° 

Sophisticated Europeans dismayed at the physical incon- 
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veniences of the new capital were prone to be even more critical 
of the paucity of the city’s social amenities. Diversions were few: 
shooting the wild geese, ducks, and snipe in the tidal swamps 
along Tiber Creek; during a week in autumn the Washington 
Jockey Club races; besides an occasional official ball, the danc- 
ing assemblies held once or twice a month at 5:30 in the after- 
noon; public dinners in honor of public heroes at which the 
amount of whiskey and rum consumed would have floored 
twentieth-century topers; the plays presented at the Washing- 
ton Theatre by the Philadelphia Company on its annual two- 
month tour; and the “olios,” or potpourri of recitations, musical 
numbers, and acrobatic acts given whenever an enterprising 
impresario assisted by itinerant “artists” felt he could secure an 
audience. Built by subscription on land given by John Van 
Ness, husband of David Burnes’ daughter and heir Marcia, the 
theatre was ill-equipped—a “miserable little rope-walking thea- 
tre,” a disdainful Englishman called it. The plays ranged from 
abbreviated versions of Shakespeare and Sheridan to liberal 
adaptations of popular English melodrama, and, once in 1810, 
an original local product, Child of Feeling, written by George 
Watterston, a future Librarian of Congress. Annually when 
John Tayloe, famed for his wealth, his beautiful residence, the 
Octagon House, and his blooded horses, entered his trotters at 
the Jockey Club meets, the halls of Congress emptied, no matter 
what important public business was pending. At the track laid 
out in a field north of the city “persons of all descriptions from 
the president and chief officers of state, down to their negro 
slaves, . . . collected together, driving full speed about the 
course, shouting, betting, drinking, quarrelling and fighting.” 

Bookshops carried the latest novels, tomes like Malthus on 
Population and Parson Weems’ The Private Life of George 
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Washington priced at 87/2 cents. Local printers advertised for 
backing to publish Benjamin Franklin’s writings and other 
informing works, while the Library of Congress, with an annual 
appropriation of $1,000 for book purchases, enlarged the city’s 
literary resources. Neighbors in the Navy Yard section formed 
a book-buying club in 1805, and six years later 200 subscribers 
founded the Washington Library Company. On Saturday after- 
noons between May and November the Marine Band gave 
public outdoor concerts, usually in the grounds about the Presi- 
dent’s House, but even after the addition of two French horns, 
two clarinets, a bassoon, and a bass drum, the performances so 
offended President Jefferson’s trained ear that he set negotia- 
tions afoot to enlist Italian musicians. In 1805 eighteen Italian 
players led by Gaetani Carusi arrived, only then to be ensnarled 
in military red tape until all but a half-dozen of the newcomers 
resigned. The quality of the concerts nevertheless improved. 
At intervals talented artists visited the new capital. Gilbert 
Stuart painted some of his finest portraits during his two-year 
sojourn here. J. D. Mollot, the miniaturist, Charles St. Memin, 
whose enchanting crayons have given immortality to people who 
would otherwise long ago have been forgotten, and David 
Boudon of Geneva, a specialist in “profiles in water color,” also 
found appreciative patrons. Both St. Memin and Boudon 
painted some of the Indian chiefs in Washington during the 
winter of 1806. Travelled people, however, were very much 
aware of the contrasts between the new capital and Philadelphia, 
to say nothing of great European cities.*? 

The lack of official pomp in the Jeffersonian capital, further- 
more, often shocked foreigners. When John Merry, His Britan- 
nic Majesty’s minister to the United States, went in full dress to 
present his credentials, he was horrified to be received by the 
American chief of state attired in “an old brown coat, red waist- 
coat, old corduroy small clothes much soiled, woolen hose and 

42 N.I., 6 Feb 1805, 28 Sep 1811 and advertisements, 1801-1812; Haskins, 


“Music in the District,” pp. 7-9; Annals, 9C, 1S, p. 1227; Anne inna 4 
worth Wharton, Social Life in the Early Republics pp. 143-44. 


46 


“SEAT OF EMPIRE” 


slippers without heels.” “Toujours Gai,” as the French minister 
dubbed the pompous Merry, was further incensed at the Presi- 
dent’s escorting Mrs. James Madison to the seat of honor at a 
state dinner and at his later announcement that the order at 
all official functions thence-forward would be “pele-mele,” in 
order to make clear that European court rules of precedence had 
no place in a republic.** Augustus Foster, Merry’s aide, while 
recognizing Jefferson’s behavior as partly political pose, was so 
irked by the brash manners, slovenly dress, and the addiction to 
chewing tobacco he observed among Americans that he declared 
“to judge from their Congress, one should suppose the nation 
to be the most blackguard society that was ever brought to- 
gether.” An official dispatch to London in 1807 commented 
that “the excess of the democratic ferment in this people is 
conspicuously evinced by the dregs having got up to the top.”“* 

On the other hand, Americans who stayed more than a few 
days in the city generally found Washington delightful. Any- 
one and everyone felt free to approach the President. On New 
Year’s day not only political leaders and the rich and well-born 
but also relatively humble citizens flocked to the Executive 
Mansion to pay their respects. As late as 1805 guests could 
still partake of the mammoth 1,600-pound cheese which Repub- 
licans of Cheshire, Massachusetts, had made from the milk of 
“Republican” cows and delivered by ox-drawn sledge to the 
President during his first winter in office.* President Jefferson, 
“appearing like a tall large-boned farmer,” dispensed with the 
afternoon levees his predecessors had held in Philadelphia and 
reduced the number of state dinners, but his informal hospitality 
was gracious. His steward remarked, “it sometimes cost fifty 
dollars a day to provide for his many guests.” They gathered 
around his dinner table at four in the afternoon and, after 
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enjoying the fine wines and the choice dishes prepared by the 
President’s French chef, they often stayed on and talked till 
night. Whether European savants, American men of letters, or 
well-informed politicians, the people privileged to share in the 
sparkling wide-ranging conversation around that board never 
deplored the lack of ceremony.” 

Augustus Foster himself later confessed that of all the places 
he had visited in the United States, Washington was “the most 
agreeable town to reside in for any length of time.” The draw- 
ing room of Secretary of State and Mrs. Madison early became a 
favorite social rendezvous. To their house on F Street two 
blocks from the Treasury came every distinguished newcomer 
and countless friends, drawn by their host’s wisdom and fund of 
amusing anecdotes and by “Dolly’s” warmth. When Madison 
became President, entertaining took on slightly greater formal- 
ity at what, by 1809, was coming to be called the White House, 
but the first lady, “a woman . . . esteemed and admired by the 
rich and beloved by the poor,” still put every guest at ease. 
“Being so low of stature,” observed a contemporary, the Presi- 
dent “was in imminent danger of being confounded with the 
plebeian crowd and [at White House levees] was pushed and 
jostled about like a common citizen—but not so her ladyship. 
The towering feathers and excessive throng distinctly pointed 
out her station wherever she moved.” The timid, inexperienced 
daughter of a government clerk received from Mrs. Madison as 
cordial a welcome as the European dignitary or the Washington 
banker. And well-bred Washingtonians and Georgetowners 
without public posts were as much part of federal society as 
officeholders. The most eminent figures of the day gathered at 
the Samuel Harrison Smiths’ to converse, engage in a game of 
whist or chess, and enjoy “Silky Milky’s” excellent cellar. Con- 
gressmen, living as most of them did in boardinghouses, fre- 
quently dropped in for tea or for supper at the houses of friends. 
Conversation, though more likely to center on politics than the 
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arts or sciences, was stimulating, none the less so for extending 
occasionally to the scandalous behavior of Eliza Custis Law in 
deserting her elderly husband or to the future of Betsy Patter- 
son Bonaparte, whose spouse, Jerome, at the order of his brother 
the Emperor abandoned her for a throne. Men always far 
outnumbered women, but some officials brought their families 
for the height of the “season,” and their daughters and the local 
belles turned the capital, in Foster’s phrase, into “one of the 
most marrying places of the whole continent.”*” 

There were often curious sights in this outwardly primitive 
little capital. On the President’s lawn, cages contained the 
grizzly bears that Meriwether Lewis, head of the famous ex- 
ploring expedition to the far West, had brought back from the 
Rockies. Foreign diplomats were as fascinated as Washing- 
tonians by the Osage and Sac chiefs and braves with partly 
shaven heads and gaudily painted faces and bodies who came, 
accompanied by their squaws, to negotiate with the white man’s 
government. What the squaws should wear to the President’s 
reception created an official quandary finally resolved by the 
wife of the Secretary of War: she selected flowered chintz 
skirts and wide petticoats; what besides, deponent sayeth not. 
The Tunisian envoy and “his splendid and numerous suite,” 
wrote Margaret Bayard Smith, also delighted the public. “Their 
turbaned heads, their bearded faces, their Turkish costume, rich 
as silk, velvet, cashmere, gold and pearls could make it, at- 
tracted more general and marked attention than the more 
familiar appearance of the European ministers.” Still the glitter 
of the gold lace and orders set in diamonds ornamenting the 
European corps diplomatique on state occasions was scarcely 
less breathtaking.“ 
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Above all, it was the charm and intelligence of the people in 
the capital of those early years that made Washington agree- 
able. It is easy to overromanticize the era. Unpleasantly self- 
assertive boors also collected here, some of them intelligent, 
some merely rude. Attention to dress and use of soap and water 
was frequently sketchy. Even the gentlemen whose snowy 
neckcloths and blue brass-buttoned coats look immaculate in 
Gilbert Stuart’s portraits probably rarely wore spotless clothes, 
and, in a world where chewing tobacco was replacing snuff, 
waistcoats stained with tobacco juice must have been common- 
place. Water brought by the bucket from wells in the public 
squares was not to be used lavishly in most households. Augus- 
tus Foster indeed wrinkled his patrician nose over several 
southern belles who substituted applications of powder for 
bathing; he took the precaution of supplying the ladies’ room at 
the legation with a selection of white, pink, and lavendar 
powders.** Yet for all these disconcerting actualities of life, the 
“court circles of the Republic” in the first decade of the nine- 
teenth century had a grace and a vitality no later generation has 
exceeded. . 

Although an acid Federalist contended that “information, 
riches and talents” would keep their possessor out of Congress,*° 
no unbiased person belittled the attainments and the magnetism 
of Dr. Samuel Mitchill, member from New York, whom Jeffer- 
son nicknamed “the Congressional Dictionary,” or despised the 
scholarship of Dr. Samuel Dana of Connecticut, or denied the 
perceptiveness of the affable young Henry Clay and the intel- 
lectual powers of the savage-tempered yet humane aristocrat 
John Randolph of Roanoke. Senators and representatives, to be 
sure, were rarely in Washington more than five or six months 
of the year, but the quality of the permanent residents in the 
community would have honored any city. Washington inter- 
ested men as unusual as that able journalist, “Silky Milky” 
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Smith, the still little known young novelist and playwright 
George Watterston, and the stately, eccentric Thomas Law with 
his penchant for penning verse, sipping fine Madeira, and pro- 
moting the city’s commerce. John Tayloe, Virginia planter and 
horse-breeder that he was, chose to spend part of his time in 
Washington, while Mayor Robert Brent and Daniel Carroll 
exercised a kind of courtly, albeit stiff, eighteenth-century hos- 
pitality. The man largely responsible for extending the reach 
of the Phi Beta Kappa Society of William and Mary College 
was another distinguished resident; in 1780 when British troops 
were overrunning Virginia, John James Beckley had carried 
out the plan of sending charters to Harvard and Yale “in the 
sure and certain hope that the Fraternity will one day rise to 
life everlasting and Glory immortal.” From 1801 till his death 
in 1815 Beckley served as clerk of the House of Representatives 
and simultaneously as Librarian of Congress, sharing his wide 
knowledge of books and men with his fellow citizens. Dr. 
James Ewell, long Washington’s foremost physician, con- 
tributed his cultivation and insights, Judge Cranch his learning, 
and big, bluff Thomas Tingey, Commandant of the Navy Yard 
for twenty-nine years, his engaging good humor. The less color- 
ful, gentle Peter Hagner, who came in 1800 as a clerk in the 
War Department and would hold office till his death in 1847, 
added his dignified solidity and the high spirits of a houseful of 
children. If hostesses displayed at times a touch of the pro- 
vincial, the beauty of the younger women invariably evoked the 
admiration of diplomats familiar with all the refinements of 
European courts.” 

Gifted newcomers came, saw, and stayed. The tall impres- 
sive-looking John Van Ness of New York, after Congress re- 
fused to seat him in the House of Representatives because he 
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had accepted a commission in the District militia, turned Wash- 
ington banker and, with his beautiful young wife, made their 
home a center of society. Joseph Gales, Jr., energetic, British- 
born, and North Carolina-bred, arrived in 1807 to work on the 
National Intelligencer, bought the paper in 1810, and two years 
later brought his brother-in-law, William Seaton, to Washing- 
ton. Gales was short in stature, round-faced, and, except for 
his eyes, generally unprepossessing in appearance, but his 
knowledge of men, his journalistic talents, and his warm- 
hearted interest in other people made him both respected and 
beloved. The debonair William Winston Seaton and his witty, 
intelligent wife quickly came to occupy a very special place in 
the society of the capital. Seaton, as tall and handsome as Gales 
was small and homely, had inherited from distinguished Vir- 
ginia forebears an intellectual perception and graceful manners 
that won him friends everywhere and put him later in life into 
office as mayor of the city five times over.” 

People born and bred in Maryland, Virginia, and farther 
south predominated in the new capital, but sectional differences 
over slavery had not yet arjsen to strain the urbanity of social 
relations. Apparently neither southerners nor northerners saw 
any reason to discuss the matter; slavery was an inescapable, if 
somewhat unpleasant, fact of life in the District of Columbia. 
A good many southerners themselves disliked the “peculiar 
institution.” Madison never justified or approved of it, and in 
1814 Jefferson declared the republic’s failure to eradicate it 
“a mortal reproach to us” and a source of “moral and political 
reprobation.” Few like-minded Washingtonians felt as strongly 
as Edward Coles, President Madison’s charming young secre- 
tary, for Coles not only freed the slaves he had inherited but 
moved them out of Virginia to land he gave them in Illinois, 
where they could live out their lives as free people. Yet manu- 
mission was not unknown in Washington, and, judging by the 
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nearly sevenfold increase in the number of free Negro inhabit- 
ants betweén 1800 and 1810, free people of color considered 
the capital a friendlier, or at least a safer, place than cities 
farther south. The defeat of a resolution of 1805 which would 
have freed slaves in the District of Columbia when they reached 
maturity ended hopes of early congressional action, but anti- 
slavery sentiment, if indeed widespread, was not deep enough to 
lead the local community to vigorous protest. In fact, white 
householders, irrespective of conscience, found themselves 
largely dependent upon slave labor. Other than some of the 
free Negroes, virtually the only trained servants to be hired 
were slaves. 

Matter-of-fact acceptance of slavery as an institution did not, 
however, reconcile many a District citizen to the domestic slave 
trade. It forced upon residents and visitors “a scene of wretched- 
ness and human degradation disgraceful to our characters as 
citizens of a free government.” Coles reminded Madison of the 
effect upon foreign ministers of “such a revolting sight” on the 
streets of the nation’s capital—“gangs of Negroes, some in 
chains, on their way to a southern market.” From Alexan- 
dria, destined later to be one of the principal centers of the 
domestic slave trade, came a petition in 1802 vainly begging 
Congress to forbid “the practise of persons coming from distant 
parts of the United States into this district for the purpose of 
purchasing slaves.”** Until 1808 when, by the terms of the 
Constitution, the importation of African slaves was outlawed, 
the volume of the trade in the District was small: an occasional 
sale of one or two slaves, perhaps twice a year an auction of as 
many as sixty, usually in Alexandria. But when cotton planters 
of the deep South could no longer get field hands from Africa 
and markets for the surplus of Virginia and Maryland planta- 
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tion owners expanded, the vested interests strengthened. Was 
not the right to sell one’s property, human or otherwise, im- 
plicit in ownership? Gradually the trade in Washington 
swelled as owners of the exhausted soil of the surrounding 
countryside shipped their one profitable crop to dealers at the 
Potomac port.” 

In 1808 mayor and council, several of whom were slave- 
owners, enacted Washington’s first black code. By southern 
standards it was moderate. It imposed a $5 fine upon any 
colored person found on the streets or at a dance or meeting 
after 10 at night and decreed a whipping for a slave whose 
master refused to pay his fine. Uneasy over the growth of the 
free Negro population, an unwelcome element in most cities 
below the Mason-Dixon line, officials evidently concluded that 
irresponsible and undesirable freedmen from the rest of the 
South would swarm into the city if they enjoyed here privileges 
denied them in their native states. Yet immigration accounted 
for only part of the increase. Manumission added to it, and 
“hiring their own time,” a not uncommon arrangement whereby 
masters allowed slaves to work independently and keep any 
earnings above a fixed sum; enabled ambitious, hard-working 
slaves over the years to buy their freedom and then that of 
their relatives. And unlike most of the slave states, Washing- 
ton’s city government permitted newly emancipated Negroes to 
stay on in the city. Again unlike the slave states, the munici- 
pality put no legal obstacle in the path of Negro education. In 
1807 three illiterate colored men, two of them Navy Yard em- 
ployees, erected a small frame schoolhouse and engaged a white 
man to teach Negro children. Within the next two or three 
years Henry Potter, an Englishman, started a second Negro 
school, while a colored woman taught a third on Capitol Hill, 
and an Englishwoman opened one in Georgetown. 

In 1812 the city fathers with congressional approval au- 
thorized six-month jail sentences for free Negroes and mulattoes 
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and forty lashes for slaves caught at “nightly and disorderly 


meetings.”” At the same time, to check over-zealous slave 
traders, the city council required every free Negro to register 
and carry with him a certificate of freedom. Without such 
proof he might be jailed as a runaway slave, and, by the terms 
of the eighteenth-century Maryland laws that Congress had 
fastened upon the community, unless some white man supplied 
evidence that the Negro was indeed free and then paid the 
costs of his keep while in prison, he could be sold by the federal 
marshal or his deputy to recoup the loss. The city ordinance 
offset part of the harshness of the law by affording free Negroes 
some protection from kidnapping. By and large, free colored 
families in Washington were better off than their fellows in 
the deep South.*® 

By 1812 Washingtonians dared believe that Congress would 
never move the capital from the banks of the Potomac. As that 
anxiety evaporated, fears that political impotence might ham- 
string the city’s economic growth also dwindled. Population 
had nearly tripled since 1800. The United States Treasury was 
using the Bank of Columbia as its agent and thus supplying 
financial stability. Patience should overcome Washington’s 
manifest drawbacks, and she would then become the chief city 
of the United States. True, American relations with France 
and England were uncertain, and war with either might be 
disastrous; but the United States had weathered the crises of 
1807 and 1808 when Napoleon’s highhandedness, the British 
Navy’s search of American vessels on the high seas, and the 
attack on the Chesapeake in American coastal waters had made 
war seem unavoidable. The threat to peace in the early months 
of 1812 looked relatively small to people unaware of President 
Madison’s convictions.” Residents of the capital watching de- 
velopments in Congress felt no alarm about what the future 
would bring. 
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PHOENIX ON THE POTOMAC, 1812-1817_ 


eae HE declaration of war in June 1812 came as a 
Nie surprise to Washington. President Madison had 
LSD ION long believed this course inevitable, but as month 
after month passed without congressional action, Washingto- 
nians had inclined to believe with Augustus Foster, the British 
minister, that the United States would continue to seek peace- 
ful redress from both France and Great Britain. On June 4 a 
secret ballot showed a belligerent spirit prevailing in the House 
of Representatives, but not until the 17th, as the deluded Foster 
described events, did the war party in the Senate round up a 
“drunken” member usually absent from important sessions and 
pass a resolution for war against Britain. The President signed 
the paper the next afternoon. When the news reached the New 
Jersey Avenue boardinghouses, thirty-year-old John Calhoun of 
South Carolina reportedly threw his arms around the neck of 
his friend Henry Clay, Speaker of the House, and joined by 
others of the congressional “mess” performed a Shawnee war 
dance about the table.* 

Federalist merchants, particularly in Alexandria, decried the 
prying open of the “Pandora’s Box” which loosed the “deadliest 
of evils: war with Great Britain,” but much of the local public, 
led by “Joe” Gales of the National Intelligencer, apparently felt 
that the country had embarked upon a “National Jubilee.” 
When war had looked imminent over the Chesapeake affair in 
1807 and 1808, the District militia had offered fifteen com- 
panies for immediate action. Now, Federalist grumblings not- 
withstanding, military ardor again swept over Washington. By 
law, all able-bodied white male residents between the ages of 
18 and 45, not excepting government clerks, were subject to 
service in the District militia, but Washingtonians too old for 
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militia duty showed their enthusiasm for the cause by forming a 
company of volunteers.’ 

Delight in the “National Jubilee” lasted through the autumn 
and winter. In spite of American reverses on the Canadian 
border, the surrender of Detroit, and the continuing hostility of 
Indian tribes aroused by Tecumseh, Canada and the West were 
too far away to affect daily pursuits in the capital on the 
Potomac. British naval raids on the Chesapeake had not yet 
begun, and, Secretary of War Armstrong insisted, if the enemy 
were eventually to set foot on American soil, the army would 
promptly engage him in the field. In October all Washington 
and Georgetown turned out in gala mood for the annual Jockey 
Club races. On New Year’s day friends and acquaintances 
thronged to the White House as usual. “Mrs. Madison,” wrote 
Mrs. William Seaton, “received in a robe of pink satin, trimmed 
elaborately with ermine, gold chains and clasps about her 
waist and wrists, and upon her head a white satin and velvet 
turban with a crescent in front and crowned with nodding 
ostrich plumes.” If the President, still looking like “a school- 
master dressed up for a funeral,” felt anxieties, he hid them 
from his guests.* The diary of Michael Shiner, an ex-slave 
employed at the Navy Yard, described in some detail the new 
volunteer fire company and its dashing yellow-fringed uniforms 
but scarcely mentioned the war. Onlookers at the inaugural 
parade on March 4 remarked upon the “animating” appearance 
of the volunteers lining Pennsylvania Avenue in the brilliant 
sunshine as the District cavalry escorted the President to the 
Capitol; that night couples danced gaily at the ball held at 
Davis’ Hotel.t A few weeks afterward light-heartedness gave 
way to alarm: a British fleet was blockading Chesapeake Bay. 
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Early in May 1813 Rear Admiral Cockburn’s tars and 
marines pillaged and burned Havre de Grace at the mouth of 
the Susquehanna, and the swaggering Cockburn sent. Mrs. 
Madison word that “he would make his bow” at her drawing- 
room very soon. President Madison hastily sent troops to repair 
Fort Washington, twelve miles down the Potomac and the 
capital’s chief defense against naval attack, and, in Henry 
Adams’ scathing words, while “all the city and Georgetown 
(except the cabinet) . . . expected a visit from the enemy,” 
units of the District militia encamped on the hill beyond the 
White House where the Naval Observatory would rise thirty 
years later. By July British ships were moving up the Potomac 
river and by the 15th were within sixty miles of Washington. 
The frigate and the gunboats at the Navy Yard sailed at once; 
army regulars accompanied by most of the District volunteer 
companies and several members of Congress marched for Fort 
Washington; and District householders packed up their effects 
preparatory to flight.” Meanwhile, more terrifying than the 
approach of Redcoats were the rumors of impending slave 
uprisings. Mrs. Samuel Harrison Smith writing from Sidney, 
the Smith farm on which Catholic University stands today, 
spoke of “our enemy at home” who would join with the British 
as the invaders drew near. Washington, stripped of troops, 
lay exposed not only to rebellious blacks but to lawless whites 
ready to loot the city. At this point Mayor James Blake ap- 
pointed a night watch to patrol the streets after dark and, as 
standbys, several home defense units composed of elderly volun- 
teers. Construction of earthworks to mount heavy guns began 
at Greenleaf’s Point and at the Navy Yard, with a furnace at 
each location to supply red-hot cannon balls. 

The immediate crisis passed. The British ships sailed back 
down the Potomac, and the militia came home. Slaves in and 
about Washington made no strike for freedom, although along 
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the Chesapeake some offered their help to Admiral Cockburn 
only to discover too late that he was not above selling them to 
planters in Barbados. In the capital, as fear of the British Lion 
subsided, the 400-pound “Royal Tiger of Asia” on exhibit at 
the front of the Capitol engaged people’s interest. Life resumed 
its normal course.® 

Business, in fact, assumed abnormal proportions. The Secre- 
tary of the Treasury reported higher internal revenue duties 
paid in the District of Columbia than the sum of those in New 
Hampshire, Vermont, Delaware, Tennessee, and Louisiana. As 
military purchasing went forward and men seeking government 
contracts came and went, two new banks opened, the Bank of 
the Metropolis in Washington and the Farmers and Mechanics 
in Georgetown. Indeed, District bankers felt themselves in a 
position to offer the hard-pressed federal Treasury a loan. Dis- 
regarding the high costs of materials and workmen’s demands 
for wage increases, hopeful investors organized new turnpike 
companies and a company to enlarge Georgetown’s water 
supply. A daily evening newspaper appeared and a guide book 
to the capital, the first of an endless succession. Men had enough 
confidence in the city’s future to hold a lottery with a $30,000 
prize to raise a fund for building a monument to George Wash- 
ington. Crews and marines from every vessel that docked spent 
money in the city. As ships damaged in encounters with the 
enemy put in for repairs, activity at the Navy Yard mounted 
steadily. For the first time the yard received a commission to 
build a frigate, a sloop of war, and a 5-gun schooner. 

Although a British squadron still patrolled Chesapeake Bay, 
American naval successes at sea and on Lake Erie provided the 
occasion for public dinners in honor of Commodore William 
Bainbridge and Captain Oliver Hazard Perry. During the 
spring of 1814 when a peace mission sent to Europe reported 
the British terms unacceptable, apprehensions about an attack 
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upon the capital revived, but Secretary of War Armstrong in- 
sisted that no enemy having Baltimore within reach would 
invade the “sheep walk” on the Potomac.’ 

But time was running out. In June 1814 landing parties 
from Admiral Cockburn’s ships came within twenty-two miles 
of Washington. The District militia took the field, only to be 
ordered home and mustered out after failing to locate the 
British. When news arrived that part of Wellington’s victori- 
ous army under General Robert Ross was en route to America, 
the Secretary of War belatedly made half-hearted plans for the 
protection of the capital. Worried Washingtonians urged the 
President to take more vigorous measures. At the same time 
Alexandrians drew attention to the defenseless state of their 
port. The War Department undertook to align militia from 
neighboring states to strengthen the District forces, but, with 
the British harrying the Maryland and Virginia settlements on 
the Bay, the gesture was futile. Troops from the northern and 
western states had their hands full elsewhere. The ships under 
construction at the Navy Yard were not yet ready for launching. 
Sufficient arms, ammunition, tents, and food for the citizens’ 
army were still wanting in mid-August when 4,500 British 
regulars landed at a town on the Patuxent River, thirty-five 
miles to the southeast. On Saturday, August 20, the District’s 
ill-equipped, green militia, under the command of the easy- 
going Brigadier General William Winder of Baltimore, en- 
camped near the bridge over the Eastern Branch. Mayor Blake 
appealed the next day for men remaining in Washington to 
assemble at the Capitol and march thence to dig earthworks at 
Bladensburg at the District line; he even begged free colored 
men to join the citizens’ corps of workers.’ Whites later had 
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the grace to make grateful acknowledgment: “The free people 
of color of this city, acted as became patriots: there is scarcely 
an exception of any failing to be on the spot . . . manifesting by 
their exertions all the zeal of freemen. At the same time highly 
to their credit, conducting themselves with the utmost order 
and propriety.” 

Events moved swiftly during the next days. Government 
clerks hurriedly packed up official papers and scoured the city 
for wagons to cart them to safety, householders loaded their 
valuables into such conveyances as they could find, and the 
exodus began. By Tuesday night few women and children 
remained in Washington. The public offices and every shop 
had closed that day, and while the President and Cabinet offi- 
cials, after a special conference at sunrise, rode back and forth 
between General Winder’s camp and the capital, Mrs. Madison 
and one or two Negro slaves at the White House filled trunks 
with Cabinet papers. In the blistering heat of the early after- 
noon of August 24 the British invaders reached the Eastern 
Branch at Bladensburg. “The Bladensburg Races,” as angry 
humiliated citizens dubbed the rout of the American army, took 
scarcely half an hour. Mrs. Madison with Gilbert Stuart’s 
portrait of Washington beside her in the presidential carriage 
drove out of the city in mid-afternoon shortly before the Presi- 
dent’s return from the battlefield; at the White House the table 
was already set for dinner. Winder’s troops scattered over the 
countryside; some fled through Washington and northwestward 
before encamping above Tenleytown near the District line. 

The Redcoats entered Washington at dusk. As they set fire 
to the Capitol and the President’s House, Captain Tingey, Com- 
mandant of the Navy Yard, ordered the buildings, the naval 
stores and the newly built ships burned. A violent thunderstorm 
that night alone prevented a conflagration of the entire city. 
British troops continued the demolition the next day—the Poto- 
mac bridge, the War and Treasury buildings, and the arsenal 
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at Greenleaf’s Point, where an explosion of a powder cache 
caused virtually the only enemy casualties. Because Admiral 
Cockburn contended “dear Josey” Gales was a British-traitor, 
the office of the Intelligencer was destroyed. Only the pleas of 
Dr. Thornton, Superintendent of Patents, saved the building 
housing the Patent Office and the Post Office; Thornton con- 
vinced the British Major that the patent models were private 
property and to destroy them would be a crime against civiliza- 
tion, like the Saracens’ burning of the famous Alexandria library 
“for which the Turks have been ever since condemned by all 
enlightened nations.” Later that day a tornado struck, whipping 
roofs off houses, toppling chimneys, and adding to the wreckage 
created by the British soldiers. When the invading troops with- 
drew that night and returned to their ships on the Patuxent, 
the American capital lay in ruins.” 

The danger was by no means past. Four days later, while 
Washingtonians were dazedly beginning to tidy up the debris, 
caring for the wounded, and burying the dead, British ships 
sailed up the river to Alexandria; the commanding officer at 
Fort Washington had blown up the fortifications when he 
sighted the enemy squadron. The British demanded and im- 
mediately obtained the capitulation of defenseless Alexandria, 
and, after loading the vessels at her wharves with the flour, 
tobacco, cotton, sugar, and wines in her warehouses and with 
the goods of her citizens, dropped safely back down the Potomac 
with their booty. People who had remained in the District cities 
during the invasion now swelled the throngs of earlier refugees 
to the country. Sadly Margaret Bayard Smith observed: “I do 
not suppose the Government will ever return to Washington. 
All those whose property was invested in that place, will be 
reduced to poverty. . . . The consternation about us is general. 
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The despondency still greater.” Her only comfort was that the 
“negroes all ‘hid and instead of a mutinous spirit, have never 
evinced so much attachment to the whites and such dread of 
the enemy.” The British troops generally spared private prop- 
erty, but fear that they might overrun the entire countryside 
persisted for a fortnight. New Englanders who had opposed the 
war from the beginning and had carried on a contraband trade 
with Nova Scotia appeared to take an “I-told-you-so” attitude. 
Then a repulse of the invaders at Baltimore and in mid-Septem- 
ber Commodore McDonough’s naval victory on Lake Cham- 
plain ended the immediate anxiety, but not American humilia- 
tion.” 

The President and the departmental officials returned to 
Washington within a few days of the British withdrawal. Since 
the Executive Mansion was a shell, the Madisons moved into 
the Octagon House on New York Avenue. Mrs. Smith’s fore- 
bodings, nevertheless, appeared to be all too sound. That none 
of the foreign legations reopened heightened the trepidation of 
Washingtonians painfully aware of the discomforts in prospect 
when Congress convened in special session on September 19. 
Multiplying charges that the District militia had behaved with 
abominable cowardice mortified citizens who believed the in- 
competence and timidity of the Secretary of War and General 
Winder solely responsible for the disgraceful defeat at Bladens- 
burg, but the accusations increased doubts that Congress would 
consent to stay on in so ill-protected a city. The Intelligencer, 
which with borrowed type resumed publication at the end of 
August, strove to forestall any plan for a temporary capital 
elsewhere, lest the arrangement become permanent; that move 
would constitute a “treacherous breach of faith” with citizens 
who had “laid out fortunes in the purchase of property in and 
about the city.” The very thought filled Washingtonians with 
“abhorrence and astonishment.” The Jntelligencer also appealed 
to patriotic pride: removal of the capital from Washington 
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“would be kissing the rod an enemy has wielded.” For the 
moment citizens could do little more than abet the work of 
preparing a hall where Congress could meet.” 

The sight that greeted senators and representatives upon their 
return was grim. The blackened walls of the President’s House, 
White House no longer, stood out starkly against the hill be- 
yond, where a small force of army regulars was encamped. The 
Treasury and the War Department offices were almost as badly 
gutted as the Executive Mansion. The dome of the Capitol and 
the roofs of both wings lay in ashes over which towered smoke- 
stained walls pierced by gaping holes where windows had been. 
Some of the walls now bore angry inscriptions and pencil draw- 
ings: “The capital and the Union lost by cowardice”; “A____ 
[Armstrong, Secretary of War] sold the city for 5,000 dollars”; 
cartoons of the President running off without his hat or wig and 
of Admiral Cockburn burning hen roosts. Nothing remained 
of the books or papers that had formed the Library of Congress. 
The Navy Yard and the arsenal grounds at Greenleaf’s Point 
were stretches of rubble. Except for the two houses George 
Washington had built and three or four others, private houses 
stood unharmed, but the only undamaged public building was 
the Post Office. There perforce Congress convened, the House 
meeting in a room so small that, although 19 of the 176 mem- 
bers were absent, “every spot up to the fireplace and windows” 
was occupied. 

The expected proposal to relocate the capital came almost at 
once. Philadelphia and Lancaster, Pennsylvania, promptly of- 
fered Congress comfortable accommodations, while the city 
council of Georgetown tendered the use of the seminary building 
and board at $10 a week instead of the $16 charged by Wash- 
ington hotels. The impassioned debates in the House involved 
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both partisan and sectional politics as well as purely patriotic 
considerations. Enemies of the administration were nothing 
loath to cause it embarrassment. Southern members could 
scarcely ignore the probability that a vote to move the seat of 
government would mean a northern capital. Reminding his 
listeners of the troubles that had attended the passage of the 
original residence act, Joseph Pearson of North Carolina warned 
against breaking asunder “this strongest link in the federal 
chain.” From the first a good many representatives contended 
that dignity and patriotism forbade decamping from Washing- 
ton even temporarily; one congressman declared he would prefer 
a seat under canvas in the established capital to accommodation 
in a palace beyond her limits. Washington bankers, further- 
more, presented a telling argument: they volunteered a half- 
million-dollar loan to the government to enable it to rebuild the 
public buildings on their old sites. For three weeks the decision 
hung in the balance. Then, by a vote of 83 to 54, primarily 
sectional in character, the House rejected the bill for removal 
and accepted the bank loan.** 

The Senate delayed concurrence for three and a half months. 
In November a young Virginian passing through the city wrote 
dejectedly: “The appearance of our public buildings is enough 
to make one cut his throat, if that were a remedy—The dissolu- 
tion of the Union is the theme of almost every private conversa- 
tion. .. . There is great contrariety of opinion concerning the 
probability of the event.” In the meantime committees of Wash- 
ingtonians and Alexandrians raised funds to restore Fort Wash- 
ington and other District defenses and pushed the work forward 
rapidly. On February 3, 1815, the Senate passed the bill order- 
ing the rebuilding of the federal offices on their former sites. 
News of General Andrew Jackson’s victory at New Orleans 
reached Washington the next day. A fortnight later, in the 
exquisitely proportioned drawing room at the Octagon House, 
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President Madison signed the peace treaty. The “most brilliant” 
reception Washington had ever known celebrated the occasion. 
As the radiant Mrs. Madison moved among her guests, Sir 
Charles Bagot, the British minister, declared she looked “every 
inch a queen.” The presence of the robed justices of the Supreme 
Court headed by Chief Justice Marshall, Major Generals and 
their aides in dress uniform, and the entire diplomatic corps in 
full regalia, all showed, an eyewitness noted, that “the return 
of peace had restored the kindest feeling at home and abroad.”"* 
The war was over and Washington was still the national capital. 

Yet some uneasiness lingered on in the city. Experience dur- 
ing the first decade of the century suggested that the political 
maneuverings which again and again had jeopardized local in- 
vestments and stunted the city’s growth might resume at any 
moment until reconstruction of the government buildings had 
gone too far to permit another change of plan. And perceptive 
residents sensed in many members of Congress the feeling 
which William Lowndes revealed to his wife about “this city to 
which so many are willing to come to and all so anxious to 
leave.” Now and again letters to the newspapers expressed re- 
sentment at Washington’s being the shuttlecock in the congres- 
sional game of battledore: so far from enjoying “that fostering 
patronage” which the government should have offered, the city 
was “the scapegoat of capricious malignity and ignorance.” An- 
other complaint declared that Congress had no concern for the 
District: “If a national bank is created, the head is fixed else- 
where. If a military school is to be founded, some other situation 
is sought. If a national university is proposed, the earnest 
recommendation of every successive president in its favour... 
is disregarded. . . . Every member takes care of the needs of 
his constituents, but we are the constituents of no one.”** 
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But the men with most at stake in the city chose a different 
tack. Conviriced that congressional convenience would influence 
congressional attitudes toward the community, Thomas Law, 
Daniel Carroll, and a dozen other leading citizens in May 1815 
set about erecting a substantial brick building in which Con- 
gress could meet in reasonable comfort until the Capitol was 
rebuilt. The brick hall, placed on the site of Tunnicliffe’s Tavern 
where the Supreme Court stands today, was completed within 
six months. There the 14th Congress convened in December. 
Grateful contemporaries later asserted that the group who had 
built the “Brick Capitol” had kept the “seat of empire” in 
Washington. Improbable as that claim seems, certainly serious 
talk about moving the capital would not recur for the next 
half-century. Some citizens in fact came to label the British 
capture “a blessing in disguise.” In 1817 a foreigner remarked 
that General Ross’s visit had halted the progressive decay 
which had been undermining the city since 1802; she “seems 
to have risen, like the phoenix from the flames, and is once 
more partially increasing in prosperity.””” 

In actuality, once Congress had reached its decision, federal 
commissioners appointed in March 1815 acted with dispatch. 
Appropriations for replacing the public buildings were not un- 
generous, and the work moved along steadily. Benjamin Latrobe 
returned to take charge of erecting the new Capitol, and Gui- 
seppe Franzoni, reinforced by his brother Carlo and five or six 
other skilled Italians, again undertook its sculptural décor. The 
executive departments were able to move into their rebuilt offices 
within a year, the President and Mrs. James Monroe into a 
completely refurnished substantial new White House in Septem- 
ber 1817. Well before then the arsenal buildings on Greenleaf’s 
Point had been restored, and at the re-equipped Navy Yard a ship 
of the line was under construction. The Capitol would not be 
ready for occupancy until December 1819 and not finished until 
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1825, but satisfaction with the looks of the building as it rose 
offset disappointment.” 

Nor was the physical reconstruction the only sign that a new 
Washington might be emerging. Congress lost no time in ac- 
cepting Thomas Jefferson’s offer to sell most of his books to 
replace the destroyed congressional library, and as the volumes 
began to arrive from Monticello President Madison appointed 
the Washington writer, George Watterston, to the newly 
created post of Librarian of Congress. By then Josiah Meigs, 
who had arrived in 1814 to head the General Land Office author- 
ized just before the war, was exerting his very considerable 
prestige to make his organization more than a group of rule- 
of-thumb surveyors and a roomful of record keepers. A mathe- 
matician himself, a former preceptor at Yale College, and then 
President of the University of Georgia, Meigs strove to gather 
about him men trained or trainable in mathematics and able to 
make meteorological observations. About the same time the 
possibility of enlisting government support for scientific projects 
brightened when Rudolph Hassler, a Swiss-born geodesist, pre- 
sented the details of his plan for an accurate coastal survey. As 
early as 1807 Jefferson had‘induced Congress to vote $50,000 
for the undertaking, but the necessity of procuring instruments 
abroad and international complications had prevented launching 
the work until Hassler returned late in 1815 with specially 
made English equipment. Hassler spent little time in Washing- 
ton either before or after approval of his plan, but the mere 
fact that he won endorsement for a proposal as scientific in 
character as it was expensive to execute encouraged faith that 
a new era lay ahead for the capital. John Quincy Adams would 
later privately label the scheme too costly to survive congres- 
sional attack, but few men of scientific bent in Washington 
during the last year of Madison’s administration foresaw that 
by 1818 Congress would cut the project short. Madison’s last 
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message as President again urged the founding of a national 
university. That the plea met with no response in Congress 
failed to kill hope that a vigorous young nation whose material 
prosperity was growing daily would seek to make its capital a 
source of new intellectual and scientific achievement.” 

In the autumn of 1816 a score of men of the stature of John 
Quincy Adams, Josiah Meigs, Benjamin Latrobe, and Dr. 
Edward Cutbush, a Navy surgeon, founded in Washington the 
Columbian Institute for “the promotion of arts and sciences.” 
Amateurs like Thomas Law, Robert Brent, and Samuel Harri- 
son Smith also were charter members of a body intended to be 
the Washington equivalent of the American Philosophical So- 
ciety in Philadelphia. From the impetus supplied by the Institute 
sprang the Washington Botanical Society in 1817 and a cata- 
logue of 296 species of flowering plants in the District. Perhaps 
the Abbé Correa, the newly appointed Portuguese minister, 
awakened special interest in botany, for he had lectured on the 
subject in Philadelphia and, according to Jefferson, was “with- 
out exception the most learned man I have met in any country.” 
Congress was sufficiently impressed with the potentialities of 
the Columbian Institute to incorporate it in 1818 and shortly 
afterward to turn over to it six acres of land at the foot of Capitol 
Hill for a botanical garden. But botany was not the Institute’s 
sole field. The findings of William Lambert, a clerk in the 
pension office, evoked considerable response, for he discussed 
the importance to the country of determining Washington’s 
prime meridian in order to free American chart makers and 
navigators from dependence upon Greenwich, England. Years 
later the survey would occur, giving Meridian Hill its name. 
More immediately valuable to people living in the still desolate- 
looking city of 1816 was the intellectual stimulus the Institute 
offered.” 
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War had not only destroyed the public buildings but brought 
suffering to working men’s families: for some unknown reason 
the number of destitute children in the city in 1815--had in- 
creased distressingly. The almshouse, the one public institution 
to which they might be sent, was unsuitable, if only because the 
city council had recently combined the poorhouse with the 
workhouse, where vagrants and petty law-breakers were con- 
fined. Public-spirited women in Washington concluded they 
must open a permanent home for orphans, where a resident 
matron could give them a Christian upbringing and a certain 
amount of schooling. The moving spirits behind the plan were 
Marcia Burnes Van Ness, wife of the well-to-do banker, John P. 
Van Ness, and Mrs. Obadiah Brown, wife of the pastor of the 
First Baptist Church. Mrs. Madison and Mrs. Samuel Harrison 
Smith also signed the notice placed in the National Intelligencer 
calling for a meeting of women ready to help. The group 
gathered in the scarcely finished chamber of the House of Repre- 
sentatives at the Brick Capitol. There they organized a society 
pledged to house, feed, clothe, and educate the children en- 
trusted to its care and, when the children were old enough, to 
bind them out to service. As Custom decreed that women should 
not manage money matters without male guidance, a board of 
male trustees was to take charge of finances; otherwise, women 
headed by a “first directress” and a “second directress” would 
take full responsibility for running the institution in the war- 
ravaged capital. Once projected, the Washington City Orphan 
Asylum rapidly took visible shape. 

In late November 1815, the women originating the plan were 
able to announce that the new society had rented a house on 
northwest 10th Street near Pennsylvania Avenue and was ready 
to receive “destitute female orphans.” That they were all to be 
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white children was understood. The decision to take only “fe- 
male orphans” arose from the society’s meagre resources, al- 
though shortage of funds did not prevent acceptance of a few 
children of living, but desperately needy, parents. Thus the 
home, for years known as the Washington Female Orphan 
Asylum, opened its doors to a long succession of little girls. Mrs. 
Madison was “first directress” until her husband’s retirement 
took her from Washington; Mrs. Van Ness then succeeded her. 
The “lady managers” took their responsibilities seriously; one 
member of the board visited the Asylum every week. They laid 
down careful rules about lessons and playtime, daily prayers, 
and daily cold water washing of every orphan’s close-cropped 
hair. In belief that public humiliation was a more humane form 
of punishment than whipping, the then standard method of 
discipline, the managers decreed that a constantly disobedient 
child must wear a tag inscribed “BAD” on the day of the 
society’s annual meeting, whereas the exemplary child was to 
be allowed to discard the usual green frock and beige shawl and 
to wear a pure white dress for the occasion. The institution 
quickly captured the imagination of the community. The city 
corporation voted a $200 appropriation, St. Patrick’s Catholic 
Church gave $155, the Thespians, an amateur drama society, 
presented a benefit play, and individual subscriptions poured in. 
Georgetown women soon followed their neighbors’ example by 
founding an orphange on Cherry Street.” 

Although poverty and cases of destitution did not disappear, 
by 1816 much of Washington was enjoying a prosperity seem- 
ingly more firmly rooted than that of the war boom. During the 
first twenty months of peace more houses were built than in the 
preceding five years, and by the end of 1817 an estimate put 
the increase in Washington and Georgetown real estate sales 
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since 1813 at 500 percent. The neighborhood about the Presi- 
dent’s Square had acquired so many residents by 1816 that 
Episcopalians forming a second parish engaged Benjamin 
Latrobe to build St. John’s Church across the square from the 
new White House. Some six blocks away rose the Foundry 
Methodist Chapel erected by Henry Foxhall in thanks to God 
that the British had not destroyed his cannon foundry above 
Georgetown. Shops multiplied along Pennsylvania Avenue.” 
The flourishing condition of the printing trade inspired skilled 
workmen as early as 1815 to form the Columbia Typographical 
Union, one of the first workingmen’s organizations in the United 
States. In most trades wages spiralled upward, although white 
men usually got over twice the pay equally skilled Negroes 
earned for the same work.”* Bridges rebuilt across the Potomac 
and the Eastern Branch and steamboats plying regularly be- 
tween the three cities eased travel within the District, while 
rapid communication with the South opened up when the steam- 
boat Washington began runs every other day to Acquia Creek, 
Virginia, whence passengers could take the stage to Fredericks- 
burg. In the course of the next year or two, stage coach lines 
scheduled more frequent trips to Baltimore and Philadelphia. 
The Washington Canal, which opened amid ceremonial fanfare 
in November 1815, eventually proved a secret disappointment, 
as tidal wash and silting up made it useless for heavily laden 
barges, but its promoters refused to consider it a failure.* 

Washington, on the whole, grew faster than her neighbors. 
Alexandria’s export trade rose enormously in the first months 
of peace but then lost momentum when Great Britain again 
closed her West Indian ports to American vessels. The value 
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of private property in Washington at the end of 1815 was 
higher than in the older city. Georgetown recovered more 
slowly than either of her rivals, chiefly because of the old prob- 
lem of mud banks along her river front, which took a year of 
work and a $50,000 loan to remove. Although hopes for rapid 
industrial development rose when the Potomac Company ex- 
pressed willingness to lease water power for factories below the 
Little Falls, the scheme largely fell apart when most prospective 
mill-owners rejected company terms; in 1817 a small woolen 
establishment and a flour mill were the sole result of negotia- 
tions. Henry Fearon, an Englishman touring the United States 
in the interest of compatriots who were considering emigrating, 
saw little to recommend any part of the District of Columbia, 
least of all the federal city. “Here is fine natural scenery, but no 
decidedly great natural advantages; little external commerce, 
a barren soil, a scanty population, enfeebled too by the deadly 
weight of absolute slavery and no direct means of communica- 
tion with the western country.””> As it happened, a half-dozen 
English families did settle in Georgetown. But meanwhile all 
three cities set themselves to open up communication with the 
West by resuming their campaign to induce the financially 
hard-pressed Potomac Company to improve river navigation 
above tidewater. Were that done, a sanguine writer prophesied 
in the Intelligencer “few years would elapse before the riches 
of the West would be unladen at our wharves.” 

Want of credit facilities, “a defect now obvious to everyone,” 
again seemed to be the one obstacle to tapping those riches, and 
again the House Committee on the District, as in 1810, agreed 
with the petitioners seeking new bank charters, larger capital- 
ization, and greater freedom from regulation. “When we take 
into the estimate,” reported the committee, “the extensive and 
rich country on the shores of the Potomac, and even of the 
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Shenandoah . . . whose prosperity is . . . dependent on the 
command of capital here, we may venture to doubt the accuracy 
of that opinion which pronounces the banking capital too 
large.”*” Some members of Congress objected: District banking 
practices were already too loose and the issues of paper exces- 
sive. In the autumn of 1814, according to one critic, “The 
Department of State was so bare of money as to be unable to pay 
its stationery bill; the government was subsisting on the drain- 
age of unchartered banks in the District,” and at the end of the 
war Washington and Georgetown banks were still loaning the 
government money in paper already 50 percent depreciated. 
During 1815, moreover, three new banks had opened. Any 
measure that would force the resumption of specie payments 
would be wiser than multiplying District institutions, chartered 
or unchartered. While the local question hung in abeyance, Con- 
gress created the Second Bank of the United States with is head- 
quarters in Philadelphia. In the eyes of District promoters, that 
was no answer at all to their pleas, especially as it meant the 
end of Treasury deposits in Georgetown and Washington 
banks.** Furthermore a new stipulation that after February 1, 
1817, all government dues\must be paid in specie, Treasury 
notes, or convertible notes of state banks caused some initial 
consternation. But the resolution of the local problem in March 
1817 satisfied the community. Congress renewed the old bank 
charters and granted new ones to the six unincorporated banks. 
They were to submit annual reports to the Secretary of the 
Treasury on their financial condition and to redeem notes in 
specie on demand, but otherwise bank officials could carry on 
their business much as they chose. In mid-February 1817, as 
the District institutions announced the resumption of specie 
payments and the government itself undertook to pay federal 
salaries in gold, confidence rose. With “the sound of dollars 
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jingling on every counter” in District business houses, caution 
flew out the window. The selection of Washington for the 
location of a branch of the Bank of the United States merely 
heightened exuberance. But for all their commitment to specie 
payments, the local banks were soon issuing notes with little or 
no specie reserve to cover them, many of them in small, easily 
counterfeitable denominations. By the end of 1817 speculation 
was riding high.” . 

The corporation of Washington, in turn, abetted the flooding 
of the city with paper by continuing the issue of “due bills.” 
These slips of paper signed by the mayor and bearing a face 
value of anything from a penny to a dollar had been designed to 
supply change for local transactions at a time when coppers 
and silver coins were scarce. An English traveller described the 
alternative procedure: in buying a fifty-cent pair of worsted 
gloves he offered a Washington shopkeeper a dollar bill, where- 
upon the man whipped out shears, cut the note in half, and 
returned one piece as change. When the municipality first 
adopted the due bill scheme in 1814 it was partly as defense 
“against the torrent of similar paper from Georgetown, Alex- 
andria and fifty other towns.” Unfortunately Washington’s city 
council was soon seduced into authorizing additional issues until 
by August 1817 the total in circulation came to $25,000. A 
letter of protest signed “Love Gold” argued that due bills were 
no longer necessary; specie was again available and taxes no 
longer hard to collect. But city officials and much of the public 
found the local currency convenient. And as long as it did not 
have to be redeemed in coin, the paper money enlarged the sums 
available for public purposes.*° 

Besides voting a little money to the female orphanage and 
equipping the combined workhouse and almshouse, thence- 
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forward called the Washington Asylum, the city fathers spent 
tax funds much as they had before the war—for policing, light- 
ing, and gravelling the streets, laying a few sidewalks, and 
keeping the bridges and three public market houses in repair. 
The one change in policy was a big increase in appropriations 
for schools and the creation of two school districts. The act 
decreed that the city council should appoint all the trustees 
except three who were to be elected by the subscribers to the 
nearly defunct Permanent Institution for the Education of 
Youth. That body, discouraged and indignant at the lack of 
community support, had virtually given up during the first 
summer of the war. The trustees had continued to meet, but the 
city had not paid over the annual $800, the eastern academy 
had had to close, the western had only a handful of free pupils 
enrolled, and both Lancastrian schools had shut down in 1814 
and 1815, respectively. With the revival of prosperity in 1816, 
however, the city council voted $1,500 from taxes of the first 
and second wards for schools in the first district and $600 
from third and fourth ward taxes for the poorer second dis- 
trict covering the Navy Yard section, Capitol Hill, and the 
thinly populated area to the northeast. 

The meagre resources of the second district had predictable 
consequences; the eastern academy disappeared entirely and the 
Lancastrian school barely survived. In the first district, on the 
other hand, under the guidance of Josiah Meigs and the Scottish 
Presbyterian minister, James Laurie, the trustees drew up 
elaborate bylaws, outlined a curriculum, and established criteria 
for choosing textbooks: those “best calculated to facilitate the 
learning of the scholars and at the same time, such as are 
replete with moral lessons, correct style, National Sentiment 
and simplicity of arrangement.” Still, memory of the financial 
troubles of the past led the board to require fees from children 
whose parents could afford to pay. With a single teacher in 
charge, assisted by the slightly advanced pupils, the Lancastrian 
school reopened, not as first planned in the President’s stables 
at 14th and G Streets, but in a small rented house in southwest 
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Washington. Unhappily the trustees’ avowed zeal for mass 
schooling had limitations: a ruling that the academy was to 
admit only children who could “read with facility, a plain 
paragraph in one of the School Books” left the free education 
of beginners to the ill-equipped Lancastrian schools. 

The inauguration of President James Monroe, held on the 
steps of the Brick Capitol in March 1817, introduced a period 
that came to be called the “era of good feeling.” The phrase 
applied more aptly to the last year and a half of Madison’s 
administration: that period saw a harmonious flowering of the 
spirit such as Washington was not to know again until long 
after civil war had freed Negro slaves in America. Greed, 
excessive ambition, and folly were certainly in evidence, and 
before the decade was out they would reap the whirlwind of 
business depression and want. But in 1816 and the early 
months of 1817 hope gilded every prospect and an untram- 
melled energy pushed men on toward their goals. If free 
Negroes had dared expect more palpable thanks than grateful 
words for their help in defending the city in 1814, they met with 
disappointment, just as conscientious objectors to the slave 
trade grieved at the failure of John Randolph’s passionate plea 
in the House to forbid the nefarious traffic in the capital of a 
free nation. With the founding of the American Colonization 
Society headed by George Washington’s nephew, Supreme 
Court Justice Bushrod Washington, white people, however, 
believed an answer to the future of free Negroes within sight: 
money supplied by the society would take them back to Africa 
to a land of their own, there to live happily ever after. That 
colored people in the city solemnly declared the plan unaccept- 
able apparently made no impression upon members of the 
society. Meanwhile, unless the mayor grossly exaggerated, 
“acquisition of many wealthy citizens” augured well for Wash- 
ington.* 
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Whether wealthy in worldly goods or not, men of exceptional 
“colloquial parts” were drawn to the capital. Daniel Webster, 
if not yet a prominent figure in Washington drawing rooms, 
was making his eloquence and sharp intelligence count on the 
Hill. Physicians elected to the new Medical Society of the 
District of Columbia met to discuss practical professional prob- 
lems and their tentative theories.** The intellectual oligarchy 
that had led a hesitant Congress to endorse a scientific coastal 
survey still imbued the capital with a respect for learning that 
lent reasonableness to the aspirations of the Columbian Insti- 
tute; in an atmosphere of intellectual curiosity major obstacles 
to making Washington a wellspring of scientific research should 
be few. As long as James Madison held the reins of government, 
the temporary White House remained a center of more than 
political planning and social festivity. 

The Madisons spent their last seventeen months in Wash- 
ington in the largest of the Seven Buildings, the corner house 
on Pennsylvania Avenue at 19th Street. When magnificent 
evening receptions took place there, the candle-lit rooms and 
the torches held aloft by Negro slaves stationed along the walk 
and at the entrance created‘a myth that long afterward gave 
the temporary Executive Mansion the aprocryphal name “House 
of 1,000 Candles.” In the gracious friendliness of such occa- 
sions, European diplomats could forget the discomforts of the 
raw little capital which the Abbé Correa tactfully called the 
“city of magnificent distances.” Sure at last of her permanence 
as the seat of empire, residents could laugh with the witty 
Portuguese when he added: “Every man is born with a bag of 
follies which attends him through life. Washington was born 
with a small bag which he kept to himself, and never imparted 
any of it to the world until the metropolis of the nation was 
founded, when he emptied the whole of it in this city.”** But 
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while Correa preferred living in Philadelphia to rooming in a 
boardinghouse in the Seven Buildings, he and other ministers 
obviously found much that was congenial in Washington so- 
ciety. The President’s devoted friends and admirers knew that 
after March 4, 1817, official and purely social gatherings would 
not retain the flavor the “little Virginian” and the ebullient 
Dolly had imparted to them. Nor would any future chief of state 
be so much at one with the city he had helped to found. As 
Secretary of State and then as President, Madison had been 
Washington’s leading citizen for nearly sixteen years, almost 
as long as the city had been the seat of government. And in a 
community of fewer than 9,000 white people, some feeling of 
intimacy with one’s neighbors was natural, irrespective of 
economic or political differences. Not improbably even the 
Irish day laborers who had come to dig the Washington Canal 
looked upon the reserved James Madison not only as President 
but also as a fellow citizen. 

While regretting the Madisons’ departure, Washingtonians 
apparently felt no anxiety lest the new administration effect 
unwanted changes. James Monroe was a personage only less 
well-known in the city than his predecessor. The elegant rather 
aloof Mrs. Monroe was not a Dolly Madison, but until the 
new President and his household moved into the White House 
six months after the inauguration, no one expected official enter- 
taining to begin, and until Congress convened in December the 
formal season would not open. In the interval everything seemed 
to move along much as before. Something was missing, but 
new developments would surely fill the gap. Prosperity was 
still mounting, and, as the new President kept on three of 
Madison’s five cabinet members, only the appointment of John 
Quincy Adams as Secretary of State caused qualms: Federalists 
considered him a turncoat. Reorganization of the army had 
already fixed headquarters for the services in Washington, and 
under Secretary of War John Calhoun, able officers with color- 
ful careers were taking up long-term or permanent residence in 
the city. Government clerks who had arrived in 1800 or 1801 
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still filled departmental offices and were very much part of the 
local community.®* Breaks with the policy of the past appeared 
highly unlikely, and the evaporation of factional feuds in Con- 
gress promised to perpetuate the era of good feeling so auspi- 
ciously begun. What was gone was not evident in the autumn 
of 1817. The missing element was the warmth and the intellec- 
tual’s view of life which had distinguished the capital of Jeffer- 
son and Madison. 
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DISILLUSIONMENT AND READJUSTMENTS, 
1818-1828 


Zz EXPECTATIONS that everything agreeable in 

\ ow Washington would continue unchanged underwent 
LSPA, modification before the winter of 1817-1818 was 
gone. In late November President Monroe, perhaps hoping to 
conceal his own indecisiveness by holding diplomats at arms’ 
length, determined to restore the formality that had obtained 
under President Washington: henceforward the President 
would receive foreign ministers only by appointment or at 
official dinners and levees. While that decision appeared de- 
fensible in light of the United States’ growing international 
stature, dismay stirred in Washington when Mrs. Monroe let 
it be known that she would not pay calls upon anyone. That 
new arrangement seemed like a rebuff to a community long 
accustomed to a cordial give-and-take with the first lady. But 
when the President’s older daughter, Mrs. George Hay, whose 
husband had no official position whatever, announced that she 
would make no first calls, resentment flared up. The Senate 
then resolved that its dignity would not permit its members to 
make first calls on anyone but the President. Thus for the first 
time since Jefferson entered the Executive Mansion, the ques- 
tion of precedence loomed large in society. 

Secretary of State John Quincy Adams, upon whom fell the 
burden of working out logical rules of official etiquette, com- 
plained in his private journal about the undignified quarrels 
that ensued and the unmannerliness to be seen from time to 
time at the White House levees. The new rules did not bar 
anyone from the presidential “Drawing Rooms” held twice a 
month from December to March. There, wrote Henry Fearon, 
“conversation, tea, ice, music, chewing tobacco and excessive 
spitting afford employment for the evening.” But beneath the 
bad manners lay a new stiffness. Heart-burnings over who 
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outranked whom undercut political harmony among officials; 
and private citizens without federal office necessarily found 
themselves pushed toward the perimeter of a circle in the 
center of which they had only recently moved freely.’ 

White House dinners became dreary affairs. A congressman 
from New York described the new order in 1818. When he and 
three associates arrived at 5:30, the President’s secretary led 
them “Indian file” into the East Room. At the far end Mrs. 
Monroe and several ladies were ensconced; the President, 
dressed in small clothes and white silk stockings, his upswept 
powdered hair cut short in back, sat alone near the center of 
the room while his male guests occupied chairs “in a row in 
solemn state” against one wall. After shaking hands with the 
President and being greeted by Mrs. Monroe, the new arrivals 
perforce joined the immobilized stag line. Minutes passed; “not 
a whisper broke upon the ear to interrupt the silence of the 
place, and everyone looked as if the next moment would be his 
last.” When finally the President engaged the person nearest 
him in conversation, “directly the Secretary ushered in more 
victims, who submitted to the same ordeal we had experienced. 
This continued for fully half‘an hour when dinner was an- 
nounced.” Dinner was good and the table “most richly fur- 
nished,” dominated by an eight-foot oval centerpiece of mirror 
and eight-inch-high gilt figures holding bouquets. But guests 
who had known the warm delight of dining with Jefferson or 
the Madisons were not vastly impressed by the chilly Parisian 
décor.? The intimacy of days when private citizens and im- 
portant federal officers were equally welcome in the White 
House was gone forever. 

Grievances over the new rigid etiquette dropped into the 
background, however, when more serious troubles set in. By 
the end of 1818 the nation-wide orgy of speculation, financed by 
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what one historian has called “one of the most extraordinary 
emissions of dubious paper money in the history of the modern 
world,” had run its course; early in 1819 the entire country 
faced the collapse of the inflated values. In the District of 
Columbia the volume of commerce dwindled steadily, com- 
modity prices shrank, and real estate sold at fractions of its 
original cost. A wharf and storehouses purchased two or three 
years before for $17,000 brought $1,250. The federal govern- 
ment itself was unable to find buyers for lots in Washington, 
the sale of which was to have paid for completing the Capitol. 
Credit became unobtainable. Stock in the Washington Canal 
Company, which had operated at a loss during the boom, fell 
from $100 a share to $30. Specie evaporated as the Bank of 
the United States began calling in government balances in the 
local banks and sending hard money to Philadelphia. The Bank 
of Washington’s funds plummeted from $26,500 to $4,700, the 
formerly powerful Bank of Columbia saw its specie reserve 
cut in half, and the Merchants Bank of Alexandria could pro- 
duce only $1,400 in coin. When the Virginia Assembly enacted 
measures to stop circulation of District notes in the Old Domin- 
ion, the Washington branch of the Bank of the United States 
took a loss of some $71,000. Making bad matters worse, in 
October 1819 the corporation of Washington released $10,000 
in new due bills.’ 

Threatened with bankruptcy, unscrupulous men tried various 
unsavory schemes, especially counterfeiting even nearly worth- 
less paper. A Georgetown bank chalked up on the credit side 
of its ledger $33,000 in counterfeit bills in order to strike a 
balance with its debits. Inasmuch as most of the counterfeits 
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were small notes that usually fell into the hands of workingmen, 
the laboring classes suffered acutely. Already pinched by wage 
cuts and by the competition of Philadelphia and New York 
craftsmen brought in for jobs on government buildings, a group 
of mechanics begged Congress for a lien law to protect them 
from the “wiley, cunning and dishonest spirit which . . . so 
unfortunately abounds within [the] city.”* 

As the depression deepened, citizens in many walks of life 
accused the banks of being “the sole authors of the pecuniary 
distress.” But worried men on Capitol Hill concluded that puni- 
tive action against banks that had overstepped their charter 
privileges would only cause failures and expose to sale “at a 
great sacrifice much of the real property in the District.” In 
hopes that the crisis would pass within a few months, Congress 
renewed the charters for a year, and the Secretary of the Treas- 
ury bolstered up some of the banks by depositing government 
funds with them. But four banking houses failed during 1820. 
Persuaded that the remaining nine must be sound, in 1821 Con- 
gress granted them fifteen-year charters limited only by pro- 
visions for redemption of notes in specie on demand and a pro- 
hibition on issue of denominations of less than $5. Troubles 
were not over and the volume of investments dropped along 
with the price of bank stocks, but after 1822 the public ceased 
to regard bankers as the villains in the tragedies of the panic. 
For the next dozen years local banks and banking practices 
received scant congressional attention.° 

Economic distress in Washington, while pronounced between 
1819 and 1821, was less severe than in the country’s big com- 
mercial centers, for government operations materially lessened 
business stagnation in the federal city. Other than occasionally 
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depositing government funds in the District banks, officials 
took no steps to hasten recovery, but neither did Congress 
curtail routine expenditures. The mere existence of federal 
offices in Washington had a stabilizing effect. The roster of 
government clerks changed very little, the salary scale not at all. 
Furthermore, the expanding business of the General Land Office 
opened new opportunities to private citizens. Not only pur- 
chasers of federal land buying through branch offices in the 
West but men who accepted land warrants in payment for 
military service began to turn to agents in Washington and 
Georgetown to straighten out tangles of red tape, validate titles, 
and expedite the issue of the final patents. At the same time a 
new pension law of 1818, which increased the number of 
claimants, and official disapproval of government clerks’ repre- 
senting private clients gave rise to a body of semi-professional 
claim agents. They frequently combined selling real estate and 
a modicum of legal business or banking with handling claims. 
Work at the Navy Yard was another source of equilibrium to 
the community. When industrial enterprise in much of the 
United States was at low ebb, the Navy Yard was employing 
380 civilians in addition to 67 officers and enlisted men. Al- 
though workmen had to accept wage cuts, new smithies and 
anchor shops helped maintain lengthy payrolls at the yard. 
Following the launching in 1819 of the Columbus, a ship of 
the line that cost $426,000, a schooner slid down the runway 
in 1820 and the frigate Potomac two years later.° 

The government activities that kept Washington from feeling 
the full force of the country-wide depression had relatively little 
effect upon the rest of the District. During the darkest days of 
1819 and 1820 Georgetown and Alexandria merchants bene- 
fited from dealings with the Office of Indian Trade, but in 
1822 Congress, apparently yielding to pressure from Senator 
Benton of Missouri, abandoned the system of government-con- 

6 Register of Officers of the United States, 1818, 1820, 1822; Leonard D. 
White, The Jeffersonians, pp. 519-20; Hibben, Navy Yard, pp. 62-63; ASP, 
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trolled trade with the Indians and closed the local factory. 
Although the two older cities carried on virtually all the ship- 
ping for the area, Alexandria, the port the Duc de La Rochefou- 
cauld had so greatly admired in the 1790’s, had only 8,200 
inhabitants in 1820, 25 percent of them Negro slaves; George- 
town had about 5,950 free residents and 1,400 slaves. Both 
towns attributed Washington’s more rapid growth to congres- 
sional favors. At the peak of prosperity in 1817 the Messenger 
had pointed to the identity of interests of Georgetown and 
Washington and suggested their union, but not until hard times 
set in did the idea receive careful attention.’ 

In December 1818 President Monroe revived the plan of 
territorial status for the District. For the next eight years Con- 
gress at intervals debated the proposal in one form or another, 
while permanent residents argued fiercely among themselves. 
Some contended that although a territorial legislature might 
not reconcile conflicting interests, even limited representation 
in Congress would be useful. But counterproposals in George- 
town and Alexandria for retrocession to Maryland and Virginia, 
respectively, sounded louder. The depression strengthened the 
clamor for the return of state citizenship, for a number of men, 
although admitting that District tax rates were lower than 
Virginia’s, believed Congress responsible for their economic 
plight. The District’s dual law system, moreover, worked 
against the proposed consolidation. Congress had instructed the 
judges of the circuit court in 1816 to prepare a single code for 
the District but had then rejected the version Judge Cranch 
submitted because it covered only statute law. Hence lawyers 
dreaded the legal confusions likely to arise under a territory in 
part of which eighteenth-century Maryland laws would run, 

™N.I., 6 Jan, 28 Dec 1821; Dietz, “The Government Factory System,” 
p. 180; Register of Debates, 18C, 2S, 15 Feb 1825; Fourth Census of the 
U.S., 1820; Messenger, 12 Sep 1817, 22 May, 8, 29 Jul 1818; Alex. Gazette, 
19 Feb 1817. 

8 Messenger, 11, 16 Dec 1818, 8 Jan 1819, 17 Jan 1820; Alex. Gazette, 
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in the rest antiquated Virginia laws.° Opposition in Washington 
grew chiefly out of fear that she would lose her privileged posi- 
tion and that Congress, freed of responsibility for the city, 
would cease to take any interest in improvements and perhaps 
even renew talk of moving the capital. The corporation’s delega- 
tion that waited upon the House District Committee in 1820 
urged continuation of the status quo. Although a number of 
congressmen believed a territorial government would save them 
time and trouble and relieve the federal Treasury of onerous 
demands, the Senate shelved the bill. The answer to a repre- 
sentative’s complaint that the District courts alone had cost the 
government over $350,000 in nineteen years was the enactment 
of a law placing upon local taxpayers the entire expense of 
building a federal court house, a measure later cancelled.’ 

But the territorial question did not stay buried. In 1822 
Representative Kent of Maryland called for a convention of 
elected delegates to frame a plan of union. An “old inhabitant” 
promptly wrote that the notion had the support “mostly of 
persons who have little or no interest in property within the 
District”; the “largest proprietors” disapproved. Washington’s 
city council declared a delegate in Congress useless and the 
District “more fully and ably represented than any other portion 
of our Country . . . by the whole assembled Congress.”" Two 
years after the death of the Kent bill uneasiness about the 
District’s commercial future reopened the discussion. Not only 
was taxation without representation an indignity, ran one argu- 
ment, but also, as Richard Bland Lee, former Virginian and 
one-time federal commissioner of Washington, proved from 
his own experience, the denial to the District of legal status 
equal to that of a state meant in practice that no local citizen, 

° Cox, “Efforts to Obtain a Code of Laws for the District of Columbia,” 
CHS Rec, 111, 115-20; Annals, 17C, 1S, p. 1487. 

10 N.I., 28 Dec 1818, 6 Jan 1819; Wshg Gazette, 6 Jan 1820; Wshg 
Laws, 24 Dec 1818; Sen Doc 128, 16C, 1S, Ser 27; H Docs 43 and 91, 16C, 
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however just his cause, could sue the citizen of a state success- 
fully, since the case would be heard outside the District courts; 
enterprising men would naturally avoid permanent residence 
in an area where such discrimination obtained. But again short- 
sightedness, inertia, and a division of opinion over whether to 
seek unabridged political and legal rights through a territory 
or through retrocession to the parent states prevented a con- 
vincing appeal to congresses apparently ready to act on any 
unified local mandate. Thus the chance to seat a delegate in 
the House of Representatives was lost. Not until the troubled 
reconstruction era would a truncated District of Columbia at- 
tain for a few brief years a territorial government.” 
Washingtonians, meantime, whatever their faith in the “fos- 
tering care of the national authorities,” wanted some self-rule. 
As the city charter ran only till 1820, a memorial to Congress 
asked for continuation of existing corporate authority with 
greatly enlarged powers: the right to create a board of health 
which could enforce sanitary regulations, to impose a house- 
building code, open alleyways, lay special taxes for street 
improvements but also to exact reimbursement from the federal 
Commissioner of Public Buildings for half the costs of work 
done on any street adjoining or cutting through government 
property, and, doubtless a reflection of the hard times of 1819, 
power to bind out orphans and children of paupers and exclude 
from the city vagrants likely to become public charges. In 
addition, the corporation asked for authority to prohibit traders 
from transporting slaves through Washington or depositing 
them within the city preparatory to shipment south. There was 
no debate on the Hill. A new charter took effect on May 15, 
1820, giving the municipality everything it had asked for 
except the right to bar vagrants and slave traders from the city. 
The franchise limited the electorate to white males who paid 
12 Richard Bland Lee, Statement, n.d., Gales and Seaton Mss, Feb-Apr 
1824, D.C. Miscellany; ptns, H18A-F4.2, 26 Jan, 23 Mar, 26 Apr 1824; 
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at least fifty cents in taxes and had resided in the city for a year, 
but voters gained the privilege of electing the mayor instead 
of having the council choose him." 

Among articulate citizens interest in local politics waned 
thereafter except for a brief flurry of excitement when property- 
less men in two wards balloted in the city election of 1822, 
much as poorhouse inmates had cast their “25-cent votes” in 
1811. Thomas Carbery, the poor man’s successful candidate for 
mayor, found his election challenged, but as soon as a court 
decision seated him he enrolled on the assessment books the 
names of men who, according to outraged conservatives, owned 
no property but their clothes. Three years later the city fathers 
re-established the rigid property qualification, but for a brief 
interval the “common man” in Washington had a taste of po- 
litical power.* It had no discernible ill effects. Eminently 
respectable citizens were elected to office, struggled, generally 
ineffectually, with familiar civic problems, and sooner or later 
gladly passed on their responsibilities to their elected successors. 

The municipality’s chief troubles still grew out of the dis- 
parity between resources and needs. Subtle pressures always 
bore upon the city to present to the world an aspect worthy of 
the capital of the nation. Yet in flush times wealthy property- 
owners were few, and during and after the-panic, tax delin- 
quence reduced the city’s available funds by over 25 percent. 
In more than twenty years Congress had appropriated for the 
capital about $15,000 exclusively for work on Pennsylvania 
Avenue and roads about the President’s house, whereas in 1821 
alone the condition of the streets impelled the city to spend 
$43,000 on them. The law granting Washington a new charter, 
it is true, recognized the government’s obligation to share the 
costs of improvements to federal property but specified that the 
money must come exclusively from the sale of public lots in the 
city. And the lots sold very slowly. At the ceremonies of laying 

18 N.J., 1 Apr 1818; Wshg Laws, 17 Nov, 24 Dec 1818, 29 Nov 1819; 
Annals, 16C, 1S, pp. 2554, 2600-10. 
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the cornerstone of the new City Hall, Thomas Law’s son John, 
the principal orator, contrasted the munificence of Constantine 
in building Byzantium and “the Autocrat of Russia” in creating 
St. Petersburg with the niggardliness of Congress toward the 
American capital. For a city whose public debt had jumped 
from $17,000 in 1816 to $46,000 five years later, the $40,000 
by then spent on the City Hall seemed an extravagance, but a 
lottery which was to have met the cost failed when the manager 
absconded with the cash. By and large, mayors and council 
members watched every penny of tax money. To their gratifica- 
tion, Congress had a change of heart in 1823 and contributed 
$10,000 to the municipal building in return for the use of one 
wing for the circuit court and in 1826 voted $5,000 for repairs 
to the jail. 

When the city enlarged the Washington Asylum in 1815, it 
had appeared to be big enough to serve at once as poorhouse 
and workhouse for the “safeguarding of vagrants.” But since 
the institution was the one place in which “migrant paupers” 
could receive medical or other care, by 1819, as impoverished 
veterans of the Revolution and War of 1812 thronged to the 
capital to press pension claims, the number who ended up at 
the Asylum strained its facilities badly. Although local citizens 
averred that Washington had her “full proportion of paupers 
of native growth” and should not have to support the indigent 
of other localities, pleas for federal aid were unheeded. Congress 
waited till the 1840's to give it.*® Until the end of the 1820's 
the Asylum also housed petty lawbreakers, inasmuch as the 
Washington County jail was always overcrowded with debtors, 
runaway slaves, and men, women, and children convicted in 

15 Wshg Acts, 29 Feb, 10 May 1816; Wshg Laws, 19 Oct 1818, 29 Oct 
1819; Annals, 17C, 1S, pp. 528, 1645, 1777, 1888, 2623-25; N.I., 2 Jun 
1819, 22 May, 27 Apr 1821; “Ceremonies and Oration at Laying the Corner- 
stone of the City Hall of the City of Washington,” 22 Aug 1820, pp. 10-11, 
Miscellaneous Pamphlets, 227:4; Reg Deb, 19C, 1S, pp. 1475-91, xxvi-vii; 3 
Stat 785; S Doc 97, 23C, 2S, Ser 268. 

16 Wshg Laws, 29 Oct 1819, 9 Jul, 27 Sep 1822; Annals, 15C, 1S, pp. 
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federal courts of violating federal statutes or for committing 
one of the many offenses listed in the criminal code inherited 
from eighteenth-century Maryland. Impassioned complaints 
about conditions in the jail at length persuaded the House to 
investigate and then to authorize the construction of a peniten- 
tiary on Arsenal Point. Unfortunately, if the completion of the 
federal prison in 1827 eased congestion in the jail and, indi- 
rectly, in the workhouse, inadequacies remained in the Asylum’s 
care of the indigent aged and ill.”” 

Moreover, the character of public assistance extended to 
needy families depended in considerable part upon where they 
lived. For the method the city early adopted in distributing 
funds for poor relief, policing, and other public purposes 
penalized the poorer parts of the city. Each ward collected its 
own taxes, paid a small part into the city treasury and spent 
the rest within its own limits; each ward independently solicited 
contributions for relief of its own poverty-stricken inhabitants. 
The result was small separate financial kingdoms with unequal — 
opportunity for growth. Under the circumstances it was as well 
that the philosophy of the day expected private charity to meet 
most of the wants of the helpless. After 1820 when a rearrange- 
ment made six wards out of the original four, the second and 
third wards were the wealthiest, and, because they could afford 
expensive improvements, the area above southwest E Street 
stretching from the Capitol to the Treasury rapidly drew to 
itself the most enterprising householders. The wards to the 
northeast and along the river front, where poor people lived 
and where want was greatest, lost progressively the capacity 
to attract the well-to-do.*® (See Table II) 

The effects of the ward system of taxing and spending were 
clearly seen in the provisions for public schools. Aldermen and 
councilmen obviously believed that the wards in the eastern 

17 Ptns, H18A-F4.2, 31 Jan 1825, H19A-G5.3, 6, 22 Jan 1827; Reg Deb, 
19C, 1S, pp. 1475-91, xiv, xxvi-xxvii; H Rpt 52, 18C, 2S, Ser 122; Wshg 
Laws, pp. 443-46. 


18 Wshg Acts, 10 May 1816; Wshg Laws, 4 Apr, 22, 24 May, 1 Jun 
1820; N.I., 31 Jan 1816, 2 Jun 1819, 22 May 1821, 17 May 1822. 
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TABLE IIa 
DISTRIBUTION OF RESIDENTS AND PROPERTY IN WASHINGTON, 1832 
Wards Population Voters Assessment Taxes Dwellings 
Ist 3,678 380 $1,573,477 $ 8,793.55 609 
2nd 4,058 421 Oligo 8,683.46 676 
3rd 5,750 517 2,438,610 13,498.18 970 
Tora 13,486 1,378 $5,629,220 $30,975.19 2,255 
4th 1,859 156 588,823 3,139.33 321 
5th 1,357 108 533,871 3,028.08 232 
6th 2,138 PIB 463,435 2,588.92 425 
TOTAL 5,354 501 $1,586,129 $ 8,756.33 978 
OVER-ALL 
TOTALS 18,840 1,879 $7,215,349 $39,731.52 35233 


a National Intelligencer, April 25, 1832. 


part of the city comprising the second school district could not 
or should not raise more than $600 to $850 in taxes to spend 
educating their children. Consequently, in the section where few 
parents could afford the cost of private schools, the only free 
white institution was the rump of the Lancastrian school of 
1816. The free school for Negro children opened in 1818 by 
the colored Resolute Beneficial Society did not count in white 
men’s calculations and indeed got no municipal help. In the 
second district the situation looked so hopeless that the public 
school trustees ceased to keep records. The wealthier first 
school district also suffered, though less sharply, for in 1818 
the city council reduced the amount of tax money the first 
and second wards might raise for schools to $1,000, “no part 
of which shall be expended, except in the instruction of Poor 
Children.” The District’s school board, upon which now only 
appointees of the council could serve, might select a few gifted 
pupils to send for advanced study in private schools, provided 
the cost not exceed $150 in any year or $40 for any one child; 
but at a good private school a year’s tuition ran to about $200. 
As the city fathers discouraged private gifts, the Permanent 
Institution for the Education of Youth disappeared. In an at- 
tempt to supplement tax funds, during the early 1820’s the 
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trustees conducted lotteries which brought in about $40,000, 
but in 1826 a municipal ordinance decreed that the mayor 
invest the $40,000 in safe 6 percent bonds and use two-thirds 
of the annual income to maintain two “public pauper schools,” 
one in each district. Thereafter “it shall not be lawful to suffer 
any child to be taught for pay.” If the attitude reflected in the 
first guide book to Washington were representative, taxpayers 
were proud of having two free schools supported “entirely by 
lotteries etc., without costing the city anything.””” 

Somehow or other, one of the two academies started by the 
trustees for the Permanent Institution for the Education of 
Youth continued to function off and on for some years, but since 
it had to charge modest fees, it no longer ranked as a public 
school. Some of the excellent private schools, such as the new 
Catholic Seminary near St. Patrick’s Church or the new Colum- 
bian preparatory school, might grant promising boys scholar- 
ships, and the canny John McLeod, head of the locally famous 
and financially successful Central Academy, offered free tuition 
to mechanics’ daughters in return for free repairs to his build- 
ing. Scholarships, however, were not for the rank and file, and 
as few parents, however impecunious, were willing to send their 
children to anything labelled “pauper school,” education became 
largely the privilege of the well-to-do.” 

Washingtonians voiced more concern about shortcomings in 
the city’s sanitation than about public education, particularly 
after population in the 1820’s began to creep up toward 15,000. 
With the exception of householders along the two-block stretch 
of Pennsylvania Avenue, who had arranged to pipe water to 
their dwellings, every family pumped water from its own cistern 
or carried it from wells in the public squares; every family 
disposed of its own garbage, not infrequently by dumping it 

19 School Trustee Min, pp. 271-72; Wshg Laws, 11 Jul 1818, 24 Oct 
1820, 9 Jul 1821, 27 Jul 1826; Spec Rpt Comr Educ, 1870, pp. 50-52, 195- 
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into the street for roving pigs, and before 1820 every household 
had to engage a private scavenger to clean its privy. That year 
the city hired public scavengers to make regular rounds, but 
carelessness in getting rid of the night soil made the service of 
doubtful utility. One complainant spoke of “several immense 
excavations of brick yards always full of green stagnant water, 
with the large deposit on the surface of the ground made by the 
scavenger of the first ward and the numerous dead carcasses 
left to putrify.” Dr. Henry Huntt, a rather bumptious young 
man defensively proud of Washington, became so distressed at 
the derogatory tales current about her unhealthfulness that he 
volunteered to act as health officer without salary and collect 
mortality data to prove her detractors wrong. His zeal obviously 
affected the validity of his monthly reports; although nearly 29 
percent of the population was colored, he sometimes omitted all 
figures on Negro deaths. But accurate vital statistics would 
probably not have bettered the record of a city without a sewage 
system and with tidal swamps yearly spreading along her river 
front. When the corporation created a board of health composed 
of a physician and a layman from every ward, the new body 
continued to assemble reports, but it had little control over the 
abatement of nuisances and no way at all to enforce preventive 
measures. “Bilious fevers are universal,” wrote Margaret Bayard 
Smith in 1822. They would worsen every summer for the next 
forty years.” 

In preventing serious fires, the city did better, partly because 
houses were not crowded closely together. Between 1806 and 
1816 no major fire loss occurred other than that caused by the 
British captors. Every householder kept leather buckets in 
readiness, and every ward had its volunteer fire company 
equipped with engine and hose. The company president and 

*1 Dr. Henry Huntt to Mayor Benjamin Orr, 6 Jan 1818, Lewis Grant 
Davidson Mss; Notice, Mayor Samuel Smallwood, 19 Aug 1819, D.C. Mis- 
cellany; Joseph M. Toner, Anniversary Oration delivered before the Medical 
Society, pp. 33-34, 76; M. B. Smith, First Forty Years, pp. 158-59; Wshg 
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vice-presidents, each distinguishable at a fire by a “white wand 
or Staff, at least five feet in length and a good speaking trumpet,” 
might fine any man present for refusing to help. When incorpo- 
ration of the Franklin Fire Insurance Company in 1818 brought 
forth public demands for additional safeguards, the municipality 
empowered the mayor to build reservoirs to be filled by water 
piped from springs in each section of the city; each ward might 
also dig additional wells and install pumps in the public squares. 
Economy cancelled the expensive plan the next year, but fear 
for the safety of federal property then inspired Congress ‘to 
appropriate $4,500 for the purchase of two engines and con- 
struction of one fire house near the Capitol and a second near 
the White House. Unhappily nothing saved the Washington 
Theatre from burning to the ground in 1821. Gaetani Carusi, 
one-time member of the Marine Band, and his son then bought 
the 11th and C Streets site and built there Assembly Rooms 
which soon became the city’s chief public gathering place and 
the scene of inaugural balls.” 

Congressional inaction on forbidding the slave trade in the 
District of Columbia or at least allowing the city government 
to exclude it from ‘Washington naturally distressed some 
citizens more than others. Probably slave-owners among the 
aldermen and councilmen who begged for authority to halt the 
traffic were moved primarily by expediency: outlawing a trade 
which had few or no local benefits would redeem the city’s 
reputation among northern and European visitors and, in the 
process, greatly reduce the chances of their stirring up unrest 
among local Negroes. Publication of Jesse Torrey’s A Portrai- 
ture of Domestic Slavery in the United States may have sharp- 
ened the nearly universal eagerness of Washingtonians to stop 
the trade. For Torrey’s eye-witness account of the human 
tragedies he had seen while visiting the city in 1815 was one 
of the first effective pieces of anti-slavery propaganda in Amer- 

22 Wshg Acts, 3 Mar 1815, 10, 24 May, 28 Jun 1816; Wshg Laws, 11 
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ica. From the door of the Capitol he had watched a coffle of 
slaves shuffle by, “a procession of men, women and children, 
resembling that of a funeral . . . they were bound together in 
pairs, some with ropes, and some with iron chains.” Calling the 
jail a “store house” for slave merchants, he explained that 
“several hundred people, including not legal slaves only, but 
many kidnapped freemen . . . are annually collected at Wash- 
ington (as if it were an emporium of slavery) for transportation 
to the slave regions.”** At best a sordid business conducted by 
men whom most reputable citizens of the capital despised, the 
trade had expanded under the mounting demand of southern 
planters for field hands. Knowledgeable Washingtonians, “the 
constituents of no one,” realized that they must enlist outside 
support to campaign successfully against the vested interests 
represented by an increasingly powerful pro-slavery bloc in 
Congress. And at a time when leading householders in the 
capital from the President down owned or hired slaves as 
servants, the question of how to attack the trade without advo- 
cating simultaneously the abolition of the peculiar institution 
itself presented difficulties. The problem endured after John 
Quincy Adams became President. Nevertheless anti-slavery 
sentiment in Washington deepened slowly through most of the 
1820's. 

A Maryland statute of 1796, one of several laws forming 
the legal basis of the trade in Washington, sanctioned the 
passage of slaves through the county but forbade importing 
them for sale. Hence most of the big auctions held in the city 
were patently illegal. A law of 1719, on the other hand, ex- 
pressly authorized the jailing of any Negro unable to prove him- 
self free and therefore presumed to be a runaway slave. North- 
erners were especially shocked to discover that it was the 
presidentially appointed Marshal of the District or his deputy 
who sold the Negro into slavery if, though he established his 
free status, he could not pay for his keep while in prison. The 


23 Jesse Torrey, A Portraiture of Domestic Slavery in the United States, 
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first angry protest in Congress over this procedure arose in 
1826 when a free Negro from New York, come to see the sights 
of the capital, was arrested and jailed as a runaway; only the 
intervention of the state governor saved him from being sold into 
slavery for life. A New York congressman demanded to know 
what law authorized such action. The House investigated. The 
remedy proposed was not the repeal of the statute but an 
arrangement whereby the city corporation of Washington or 
Georgetown should pay the jail fees for a free Negro arrested 
as a fugitive slave. The bill met with an indignant outcry from 
Georgetown. Congress dropped the plan. 

Two years later Congressman Charles Miner of Pennsylvania 
told the House that thirty years of neglect of the local slave 
laws had allowed “numerous and gross corruptions” to creep in; 
slave dealers exploiting their general “impunity” had made the 
District their headquarters; they used the federal jails freely to 
house their chattels in transit. He objected to allowing officers 
of the federal government to receive “emoluments” from the 
trade. If, he asked, a free Negro was sold for $300 in order to 
recoup $50 in jail fees, what happened to the remaining $250? 
It did not go into the public treasury but into the Marshal’s 
pocket. Investigation showed, Miner asserted, that in five years’ 
time the District jails had lodged 452 slaves and 290 Negroes 
taken as runaways; fifteen Negroes had later proved to be free 
men but five had been sold into life slavery. A hundred years 
later a study in the Journal of Negro History presented the 
thesis that kidnapping in the District of Columbia was relatively 
rare, that most of the Negroes taken into custody and sold had 
in fact been fugitive slaves. Late in 1828 the House called for 
a report but took no other action.” 

For nearly seven years after Congress had denied the city 

24N.J., 11 Apr 1816; Reg Deb, 19C, 2S, pp. 555-57; H Doc 71, 19C, 
2S, Ser 151; Clephane, “The Local Aspects of Slavery,” CHS Rec, 111, Q25ff. 
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Slave Trade in the District of Columbia,” Journal of Negro History, x1 (Jan 
1926), 17-34. 
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government any control over the slave trade, few Washingto- 
nians had seen any use in hammering away with fresh petitions 
touching upon any aspect of slavery. And indeed there was 
reason to hesitate about seeking to make the District of Colum- 
bia an island of freedom surrounded by slave territory. The 
anti-slavery movement was gaining ground in Virginia. When 
the Old Dominion enacted emancipation, then would be the 
moment to launch a vigorous campaign in the ten-mile square. 
Meanwhile many sensitive people undertook to abet the work 
of the American Colonization Society, which had helped a first 
group of Negroes to settle in Liberia in 1822.** No one sug- 
gested that local slave-owners abused their bondsmen. On the 
contrary, people familiar with conditions in the city admitted 
that slaves, mostly household servants, were generally well- 
treated and in some ways were better off than free Negroes. 
Still the recently organized Washington society for the abolition 
of slavery in the District of Columbia believed the time ripe 
in 1827 to issue a summary of slavery’s “deleterious influence 
upon the welfare and prosperity of our city.” 

Captain Basil Hall, an English visitor in Washington, publi- 
cized this statement. Disclaiming any “squeamish sensibility” 
and passing over “the detrimental effects of slavery upon the 
morals of the community [as] too obvious to need illustration,” 
the officers of the society declared “the first evil consequence 

. Is the prostration of industry; an effect especially visible 
in the labouring classes of the community, but felt in its remote 
ramifications in every class of society.” Although the city levied 
a large tax on the slaves of non-residents, the use of hired slaves 
on public works continued, leaving free laborers unemployed. 
As masters usually allowed their hired slaves only a pittance 
to live on and that little frequently went for intoxicants, “the 
burden of the support of many of these labourers falls upon 
society at large, while the proceeds of their labour go to fill the 
coffers of a distant master.” Consequently “industrious and 
enterprising men, from various parts of our country” refused 


26 Ptn, H19A-G.42, 8 Jan, 5 Feb 1827; Reg Deb, 19C, 2S, pp. 1099-1101. 
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to settle in Washington. Because immediate wholesale emancipa- 
tion might endanger the “tranquillity” of the South, the society 
urged a system of gradual emancipation in the District and, a 
far more radical idea, “enfranchisement of all that shall be born 
after such period as the wisdom of Congress may determine 
upon.”?7 

Probably it was alarm at so revolutionary a proposal as en- 
franchisement and fear of its drawing a stream of Negroes to 
Washington that led the municipality in 1827 to place larger 
restrictions upon colored people—heavier fines for disturbing 
the peace, a stricter curfew, and, as guarantee for good behavior, 
for every free Negro family a $500 bond signed by two white 
men. When enforced, the curfew prevented Negroes from at- 
tending the theatre as they had once; the actor-manager Joseph 
Jefferson complained that the regulation cost his company $10 
a night, since colored people, forced to leave early, no longer 
formed part of his audience. In 1828 Congress instructed the 
Commissioner of Public Buildings to bar Negroes from the 
Capitol except when there on “business,” presumably to carry 
out some menial task. Still the new rulings failed to check 
Negro migration into the city or to weaken the abolitionist drive. 
Eleven hundred memorialists appeared to be in 1828 merely 
the vanguard of a growing local army determined to rid the 
District of slavery. If many conscientious people were troubled 
about how the community was to assimilate a large free colored 
population, the view of a Savannah, Georgia, newspaper that 
free Negroes were “the filth and offal of society” was rare in 
Washington. Education and then settlement of freedmen in 
Liberia seemed to be a solution.” 

Free Negroes in the interim not only resisted every overture 
of the American Colonization Society but increased their efforts 

27 Basil Hall, Travels in North America during the Years 1827 and 1828, 
I, 34-39, 41-47; Wshg Laws, 5 Apr 1823; N.I., 18 May, 2 Aug 1827. 

28 Wshg Laws, 31 May 1827; Jeannie Tree Rives, “Old Families and 
Houses, Greenleaf’s Point,” CHS Rec, v, 57, 59; Washington Directory, 


1855; Spec Rpt Comr Educ, 1870, p. 197, Ser 1427; Leonidas Polk to Col. 
D. Polk, 21 Jan 1829, Leonidas Polk Mss (SHC). 
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to make themselves worthy and self-sufficient citizens independ- 
ent of whites. About 1822, after the Resolute Beneficial Society 
had had to shut its school, Henry Smothers provided a classroom 
and taught his neighbors’ children free of charge; he then built 
a schoolhouse at northwest 14th and H Streets, where as many 
as a hundred pupils attended. When he could no longer carry 
the expense, John Prout, another colored man, took over, charg- 
ing every child 12! cents a month tuition. White people, so 
far from objecting, frequently helped. Mrs. Mary Billings, the 
Englishwoman who had earlier opened a colored school in 
Georgetown, later moved it to Washington. Upon her death 
two fellow countrymen carried her school on, while Thomas 
Tabbs, a Maryland philanthropist, from time to time taught 
classes of Negro children outdoors under a tree when he could 
find no suitable indoor space. Two churches organized Sunday 
evening classes where adult Negroes might learn to read, and 
every denomination in Washington enrolled Negro children in 
Sunday school, at first in classes with white children, later, as 
the colored population increased, in separate units. In 1827 
Father Vanlomen, priest of the Holy Trinity Church in George- 
town, founded the first seminary for colored girls and himself 
taught classes of Negro boys. Moreover, contrary to the assump- 
tion of later generations, during the 1820’s colored children in 
Washington and Georgetown sometimes attended private white 
schools. 

At the same time Negroes began to establish their own 
churches. In 1814 the liberality of Henry Foxhall, benefactor of 
the Washington Foundry Methodist Church, had enabled 
colored Methodists in Georgetown to build the Mt. Zion Negro 
church; but for many years that remained subject to the parent 
white congregation. Independence of white churches began in 
Washington in 1820 when a group of Negro parishioners with- 
drew from the Ebenezer Methodist Episcopal Church to form 
the African Methodist Episcopal Church. Within a few years 
they purchased the building erected by Presbyterians early in 
the century on South Capitol Street. Probably unrecognized by 
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white people as momentous, this unobtrusive reminder that 
Negroes’ souls might enter Heaven without white intervention 
would come to play a significant part in creating a self-conscious 
responsible Negro community within the city. The drawback 
of the separation lay in its tendency to cut off colored people 
from the material help white churches usually gave colored 
members.” 

The churches as a rule watched over their needy parishioners; 
indeed, a sense of Christian obligation underlay most of Wash- 
ington’s philanthropy. But the poverty in the city of the 1820's 
created greater demands than the relief funds of separate de- 
nominations could supply. In 1822 a “town meeting” resolved 
to raise an endowment for that symbol of civic conscience, the 
Washington Female Orphan Asylum, and that winter citizens, 
irrespective of church affiliation, ran a soup kitchen on Capitol 
Hill. Two years later, as enlightened members of the community 
saw the weaknesses of palliatives, the Howard Society came into 
being, named for the great English humanitarian and prison 
reformer. Headed by Samuel Southard, then Secretary of the 
Navy, William Seaton of the Intelligencer, and William A. 
Bradley, later, like Seaton, a mayor of the city, the society set 
itself not only to relieve want but also to forestall it by providing 
work that would make otherwise helpless people self-support- 
ing: in rented buildings on Eastern and Centre Market Squares 
teachers instructed “indigent females” in picking oakum, spin- 
ning yarn, and making clothes. Sale of the articles produced 
made some of the society’s protégés independent within a few 
years and helped finance its distribution of the necessities of life 
to others. Nevertheless, scores of destitute white children still 
roamed the streets, although a second orphanage opened in 1825 
under the direction of Sisters of Charity and Father Matthews 
of St. Patrick’s Church. Apparently citizens of all faiths con- 
tributed. Before the end of the decade a new building went up 

29 Spec Rpt Comr Educ, 1870, pp. 197-215, Ser 1427; Richard Jackson, 


Chronicles of Georgetown, p. 214; Centennial Sketch of Methodism in George- 
town, cited in Bryan, Capital, 1, 187; Wshg Sun, 12, 26 Feb, 9 Apr 1915. 
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on H Street near 9th on a site given by John and Marcia Van 
Ness for the older orphanage, now renamed the Washington 
City Orphan Asylum since thenceforward it would admit boys 
as well as girls. The lady managers raised the money by hold- 
ing a great fair; a considerable part of the proceeds came from 
the sale of What Is Gentility?, a novel of Washington society 
by Margaret Bayard Smith, which she donated to the cause.® 

While sectarian religion was thus a minor factor in Wash- 
ington’s charities, religious feeling expressed itself in fostering 
Christian education. A Catholic school for boys and somewhat 
later a Jesuit novitiate opened in a building on F Street adjoin- 
ing the pasture where cows grazed on the hillside sloping down 
to Tiber Creek and the Centre Market. When Baptists decided 
to transfer their recently organized theological school from 
Philadelphia to the District of Columbia, Luther Rice, agent 
of the Baptist association for foreign missions, and the Reverend 
Obadiah Brown of Washington’s First Baptist Church raised 
some $7,000 and purchased 461% acres of land on the high 
ground touching the city’s northwestern edge. There a building 
for the Columbian College rose during 1821. The congressional 
charter obtained that year expressly stipulated that the college 
must admit persons of all denominations and recognize no dis- 
tinctions based upon “religious sentiments,” but a distinctly 
devout atmosphere enveloped the campus as students began to 
enroll.*! 

In the early 1820’s Washingtonians still dreamed of a feder- 
ally endowed national university, but, while taking no action on 
that, Congress had granted a charter to Georgetown Seminary 
in 1815 sanctioning its awarding degrees; and Columbian 
College offered courses in secular as well as religious subjects. 

80 N.I., 30 Oct, 31 Dec 1822, 16 Nov 1824, 14 Jan, 31 Dec 1825, 15 Oct, 
24 Nov 1828; Elliot, Historical Sketches, pp. 212, 311-12; Predeshi Si 
Washington Female Orphan Asylum; M. B. Smith, First Forty Years, p. 210. 

51 Virginia King Frye, “St. Patricks, First Catholic Church of the Federal 
City,” CHS Rec, xx111, 39-40; Elliot, Historical Sketches, pp. 233-36, 245-50; 
American Baptist Magazine, 1v, 137 and v, 157; Annals, 16C, 1S, pp. 


780-81, 16C, 2S, pp. 1792-95; N.I., 24 Jun 18 17, 9 Jun 1819, 25 Sep 1827; 
Welling, Brief Chronicles of the Columbian College, p. 4. 
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Hence, for a time, prospects brightened that with the help of 
the Columbian Institute the capital still might turn into the 
center of learning and the arts its founders had envisaged. As 
the decade wore on, that hope dimmed. Georgetown College 
remained primarily a training school for the priesthood. Luther 
Rice’s evangelical fervor coupled with his financial vagueness 
so involved Columbian College in a morass of debts that mere 
survival looked doubtful, a great university impossible. The 
Columbian Institute itself was withering away. Josiah Meigs, 
its president during the last years of his life, died in 1822. 
John Quincy Adams, whose masterly report to Congress on 
weights and measures had presented a compelling analysis of 
the place of science in a civilized nation, was no better able as 
President than as Secretary of State to elicit public support for 
an institution dedicated to widening the reach of human knowl- 
edge. His plea for a national observatory, a “lighthouse of the 
skies,” received no serious consideration on Capitol Hill. Dr. 
Edward Cutbush, one of the Columbian Institute’s leading 
spirits, left Washington in 1826 in disillusionment. The Abbé 
Correa, whose learning had promised to inspire younger men 
to research, had departed in 1820. Although the botanical gar- 
den at the foot of Capitol Hill still showed traces of the Colum- 
bian Institute’s initial planting, lack of money and the encroach- 
ment of swamp land along the adjacent Washington Canal 
discouraged further efforts. John Calhoun, while he was Mon- 
roe’s Secretary of War, had set the Army Corps of Engineers 
upon a series of explorations in the West that netted a certain 
amount of scientific data, and Surgeon General Joseph Lovell 
supported medical research at army outposts, but there was 
little likelihood that those beginnings could grow into scientific 
bureaus of the government. The Coast Survey, after 1818 in the 
hands of a Navy chaplain and officers wholly unqualified to 
carry out the tasks Rudolph Hassler had outlined, no longer 
held promise.” 


32 Obadiah Brown to Philip Richard Fendall, 26 Jan 1847, Fendall Mss, 
(Duke Univ); G. Brown Goode, “Genesis of the U.S. National Museum,” 
p- 279; Dupree, Science in the Federal Government, pp. 32-42. 
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Cultivation of the arts had made correspondingly little prog- 
ress. George Watterston, Librarian of Congress, had two 
popular novels to his credit, L- - - - - Family in Washington and 
The Wanderer in Washington, and Margaret Bayard Smith 
also had two. In 1824 an impoverished, courageous, dumpy, 
little widow, Anne Royall, began her Sketches of History, Life 
and Manners in the United States, a rambling but highly read- 
able volume which disconcerted Washingtonians with such 
comments as that “ignorance, impudence and pride” character- 
ized the bulk of them; when she was indicted as a common 
scold for airing some of her opinions, Judge Cranch had to 
stretch the law to substitute a fine for the ducking the criminal 
code demanded. While literary critics and genteel society denied 
Mrs. Royall recognition, people the country over read her con- 
troversial writings; for nearly thirty years her frilled mobcap 
topping her wispy gray locks would be a land mark in the 
capital. But most writers in the city were newspapermen con- 
cerned only with political reporting. The olios and the plays 
presented at the Washington Theatre after it was rebuilt were 
not local productions and were still performed by companies on 
tour. Soloists occasionally gave public concerts, and the Marine 
Band, perhaps better trained than in earlier days, played at the 
Capitol and on the White House grounds. Although President 
and Mrs. Adams introduced musical evenings at some of their 
levees and the pianofortes in other drawing rooms were an 
attraction, musical talent rarely evoked comment. If choral 
groups and singing societies such as flourished in rural New 
England existed at all in Washington, nobody spoke of them as 
a significant feature of the city’s life.* 

Giovanni Andrei and his fellow sculptors had completed most 
of the stone-carving for the Capitol before his death in 1824, 
but the murals and canvases Congress had commissioned for 
the building failed to create a permanent artistic colony in 

33 Mrs. Basil Hall, Aristocratic Journey, p. 83; Porter, Life of Anne 
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Washington. Charles Bird King, it is true, kept his studio 
here, perhaps because of the Indian chiefs who came from time 
to time for treaty negotiations; his lengthening array of Indian 
portraits hanging in a corridor outside the War Department 
offices won him wide recognition. Otherwise, painters—Rem- 
brandt Peale, Thomas Sully, John Trumball, Samuel Finley 
Breese Morse, and others—came and went without making 
Washington their headquarters. Although the gifted Bostonian, 
Charles Bulfinch, succeeded Benjamin Latrobe as architect of 
the Capitol after the older man left to complete the installation 
of water works in New Orleans, and although the talents of 
King and George Hadfield, who designed Arlington on the 
heights across the Potomac for George Washington Parke 
Custis, were still available to the city, architecture largely fell 
to local craftsmen-builders, some of them blessed with an eye 
for artistry, many of them without taste.** 

The city L’Enfant had laid out on a scale to represent the 
genius of the new republic had in fact attained little aesthetic 
distinction. Partial execution of the plan left large areas un- 
touched, which spoiled the effect. Bulfinch obtained appropria- 
tions to fence and landscape the twenty acres of grounds about 
the imposing new Capitol and an Irish gardener lovingly began 
the planting of shrubs and flower beds. President Adams him- 
self devoted hours to developing a garden about the White 
House, which, unlike the gardens adjoining private houses, was 
not fenced off from the view of passers-by. The Executive Man- 
sion, the Treasury, and the State and War Department buildings 
formed an architectually harmonious group, and some hand- 
some private dwellings scattered from the Navy Yard to the 
section about the Octagon House and about the square named 
for Lafayette in 1825 were pleasing to the eye, perhaps above 
all the house Latrobe built for Captain Stephen Decatur and 
that of Army Surgeon General Joseph Lovell, today known as 
Blair House. A second Latrobe masterpiece, the John Van Ness 


~ 84 History of the Capitol, pp. 74-75, Ser 4585; Charles Fairman, Art and 
Artists of the Capitol, pp. 29-48, 72-74. 
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house, stood on the present site of the Pan American Union 
building. In the open country beyond the city limits other 
beautiful private houses rose, notably the Linnean mansion 
in Rock Creek valley, converted a hundred-odd years later into 
the Natural History Museum of the zoo, and Eckington, the 
charming, still only partly finished, pillared house designed by 
Charles Bird King for Joseph Gales, Jr. But the beauties of the 
countryside underscored the unkempt appearance of the capital 
itself. The City Hall planned by George Hadfield was exqui- 
sitely proportioned, but the unfinished state of the building com- 
mandingly located on Judiciary Square looking out over the 
Mall turned a potential asset into a handicap. Most of the Mall 
was a wasteland of swamps dotted with clusters of sheds along 
the canal. Vacant lots occupied much of the city of magnificent 
distances, and the streets connecting one village with the others 
that together comprised the capital were still little more than 
rutted paths. Plan notwithstanding, the city exhibited to new- 
comers neither utility nor beauty—“immense” but “uncomfort- 
able,” in the words of a congressman from Maine. Her resi- 
dents, he added, “live alltogether out of [the federal] Treasury 
and the Members and persons who are necessarily here at the 
sitting of Congress.” Many another representative shared that 
opinion.* 

While Washington’s mayors and councils were pleased at 
appropriations for the City Hall and the jail, rapport between 
members of Congress and the local community deteriorated 
during the 1820’s. Growth in numbers may have been partly 
responsible, as an expanding population and the admission of 
new states to the Union increased the size of Senate and House 
and accordingly made warm social intercourse with Washing- 
ton families hard to maintain. The new rules of official etiquette 


85 Samuel Flagg Bemis, John Quincy Adams and the Union, pp. 122-23; 
Allen C. Clark, “Joseph Gales, Junior, Editor and Mayor,” CHS Rec, xx1u1, 
pp. 98-99; Katherine E. Crane, Blair House, Past and Present, pp. 5-7; John to 
Edward Anderson, 16 Apr 1826, quoted in Neal W. Allen, Jr., “John Ander- 
son (1813) and the Parson Smith House,” Bowdoin Alumnus, Jun 1957, p. 5. 


106 


DISILLUSIONMENT AND READJUSTMENTS 


did not help, differentiating as they did between town and, as 
it were, federal gown. Probably more important was the gradual 
shrinking in the caliber of men occupying seats in the House. 
The new rules of precedence relegated representatives to an 
inferior social position; and, as John Calhoun had foreseen in 
1817, the defeat of a bill to raise congressional salaries to a 
figure equal to or above those of presidential appointees had the 
effect of lowering the prestige of the House until the most able 
men in the country were no longer eager to stand for election. 
Certainly after 1818 the House contained fewer distinguished 
men than once it had.*° 

Behavior during sessions through which members “lounged 

. whittling and spitting incessantly” testified to the lack of 
a sense of decorum, although for years past the manners John 
Randolph had affected were equally questionable: accompanied 
by his hunting dogs, he was not above striding into the chamber 
in riding boots, flicking his riding crop in menacing fashion; 
and, when delivering a speech, reportedly he frequently called 
for refills of the tankard on his desk. Such displays probably 
enlarged the crowd in the galleries when an important issue 
was under debate. During the last winter of sessions in the 
Brick Capitol, Henry Clay’s speech on the Seminole War drew 
such a throng that ladies penned into the mobbed gallery were 
able to receive refreshments only because gentlemen on the 
floor tied oranges wrapped in their handkerchiefs to poles and 
passed the fruit up over the railing of the gallery. But cultivated 
Washingtonians felt no obligation to open their drawing rooms 
to congressmen of very modest political, and still less social, 
savoir-faire. And the Senate’s arrogation to itself of a superior 
status was no guarantee to the brash and unpolished of a wel- 
come in the city’s most agreeable households. 

Dozens of members of Congress consequently, when not 
engaged on official business, spent their time in sitting about 
their boardinghouses waiting impatiently for the end of the 


36 Charles E. Wiltse, John C. Calhoun, Nationalist, pp. 128-30. 
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session and the return home. Gambling became their foremost 
diversion. Few of them lived in Georgetown now that Wash- 
ington had enough boardinghouses to allow every mana room 
to himself, but accommodations were dreary at best. The hotels 
were expensive and uninviting. The city’s most noted hostelry, 
the miserably untidy “Indian Queen,” charged as much as “the 
very first London hotel.” Since only a man of independent means 
could afford to bring his wife to Washington even for the height 
of the season, the loneliness legislators were likely to encounter 
contributed to their lack of interest in the community. “Many,” 
observed the Intelligencer, “come here with high-wrought hopes 
of office, emoluments and honors, and when disappointment 
comes, it is identified with the place.”* 

Furthermore, the collapse of the era of good feeling among 
political leaders cast a shadow over the city. Cracks had begun 
to show in 1818, and after the election of 1820 they widened 
into open breaches as rivals for the presidency in 1824 jockeyed 
for position. Former Governor Middleton of South Carolina, 
perhaps because he was not himself a candidate, saw fit to invite 
women as well as men to his dinner parties: “the ladies, dressed 
in white with deep flounces of some bright color, wore their 
bonnets at dinner and during the evening.” But politics ordi- 
narily entered at every door and dominated every occasion. With 
complete disregard of the hostess, at a private reception John 
Quincy Adams’ friends gathered about him in one saloon, 
Andrew Jackson’s about Old Hickory in another. Henry Clay 
gave dinners two or three times a week. In the beautiful house 
today known as Dumbarton Oaks, but in 1823 called Oakly by 
its new owner, John Calhoun held court, enthralling his guests 
with his brilliant conversation but winning few new supporters 
for his presidential aspirations. The victory of the reticent New 
Englander in 1824 did little to relieve tensions. Adams, watery- 
eyed, short, stocky, and unconcerned with the outer trappings 


87 Fearon, Sketches of America, p. 292; N.I., 13 Jul 1822; diary of Louisa 
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1. “Sketch of Washington in Embryo,” 1791, showing the lands of the original proprietors. Compiled by 
E. F. M. Faelitz and F. W. Pratt, 1874, from materials assembled by Dr. J. Toner of Washington 





. Planner of the city, Major Pierre Charles L’Enfant 3. Surveyor, Benjamin Banneker 
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Coast and Geodetic Survey, 1887 
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4. L’Enfant’s plan of the city, 1791, reproduced from the original drawin 
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5. Detail from L’Enfant’s plan of the city 
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6. North, or Senate, wing of the Capitol, 1800. Watercolor by William R. Birch 
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7. The Capitol from Pennsylvania Avenue as it looked in 1812. The passage way between the two 
wings was constructed of rough boards. In the foreground stand Jefferson’s Lombardy poplars. 
Watercolor by Benjamin Latrobe, painted from memory ca. 1819 
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9. The Octagon House, residence of President and Mrs. Madison from October 1814 to August 1815 ; 
built by William Thornton for John Tayloe, 1798-1800 
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10. The “Seven Buildings” erected by James Greenleaf ca. 1796 at Pennsylvania Avenue and 

19th Street, N.W. The corner house served the Madisons as Executive Mansion from August 1815 

till March 1817 and long afterward won the apocryphal name “House of a Thousand Candles.” 

The row was torn down in 1959 to make place for a modern office building. Pencil sketch by 
D. C. Heath 
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11. The White House, viewed from the south, after the British burned it; St. John’s Church is 
in the background. Watercolor by Benjamin Latrobe, ca. 1816 





12. Entrance hall of the Decatur house built by Latrobe, 1817-1819, for Commodore Stephen 
Decatur, who put into it the prize money he had won in the war with the Barbary pirates 
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13. The Blair House, originally a two-story structure, built by Surgeon-General Joseph Lovell in 
1824, purchased by Francis Preston Blair in 1836, and by the U.S. government in 1943 





14. The Capitol after the conflagration of August 24, 1814. Aquatint by W. Strickland after 
G. Munger 





15. The Capitol as rebuilt by Latrobe and his successor Charles Bulfinch, showing the Bulfinch 
dome from Pennsylvania Avenue. Engraving by Alfred Jones, 1848 





16. The new Treasury designed by Robert Mills, viewed from Fifteenth Street, ca. 1838. 
The State Department is at the right 
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of high office, was the first President to adopt pantaloons instead 
of knee breeches and silk hose; but the more democratic mode 
of dress proved no substitute for social and political finesse, and 
the President’s intellectual arrogance, even though justified 
by his extraordinary intellectual powers, alienated followers. 
Adams’ chief virtue in the opinion of many Washingtonians 
apparently was his refusal to dismiss on partisan grounds any 
of the approximately three hundred federal employees. 

That continuity contributed to the enduring southern atmos- 
phere of Washington society, inasmuch as appointees from 
Maryland and Virginia alone still composed nearly half the 
civil and military list in the District of Columbia. Private house- 
holders were even more preponderantly southern in origin.* 
If that background endowed the community with certain social 
graces, the southerner’s “code of honor” imposed upon the city 
customs that northerners found barbaric. Their half-hearted 
attempts to force a local anti-duelling law through Congress 
invariably met with defeat. Southerners themselves were some- 
times shocked by the outcome of a duel. In March 1820 Com- 
modore Stephen Decatur, hero of the war with Barbary pirates, 
and his beautiful wife gave a splendid ball in their chastely 
elegant new house in honor of the marriage of the President’s 
younger daughter. The week after was to have been the gayest 
of the season. Tragedy intervened. When Commodore James 
Barron, obliged as a gentleman to defend his good name from 
slander, challenged his one-time protégé, Decatur’s arrogant 
refusal to consider tendering an explanation, let alone an 
apology, led to the duelling ground in Bladensburg, Maryland. 
Twenty-four hours later Washington learned with horror that 
the dashing officer lay dead of wounds received on the “field of 
honor.” The cry of “murderer” directed at Barron subsided in 
time as public opinion veered to the defense of a man deemed 
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more sinned against than sinning.*® Not till the end of the 
century would an uninformed brand of patriotism assign to the 
romantic Decatur the role of martyr, to Barron the part of 
coward and villain. But duelling over real and imagined af- 
fronts went on during the 1820’s and through the 1830's. In 
1826 a famous exchange of shots followed upon John Ran- 
dolph’s accusation that Adams and Clay had entered into a 
corrupt bargain, a “coalition of puritan and blackleg.” One 
account implied that only Randolph’s long white coat which 
Clay’s second shot pierced “saved him [Randolph] from a sore 
bottom at least.”* 

For the completely detached or frivolous observer the pro- 
longed struggle for power with its accompanying episodes of ab- 
surdity, pathos, jealousy, and nobility was never-endingly amus- 
ing. Gossip battened on it. During the season ladies, virtually 
by definition women who could afford servants, spent several 
afternoons a week driving about behind their “darky” coach- 
men to pay calls, and, while etiquette sanctioned merely leaving 
the cards with the servant at the door, the news to be gathered 
at the tea table of any fashionable hostess made calling in per- 
son not only a diverting pastime but, for the new arrival, prac- 
tically an essential to social success. Where else would one 
learn so quickly of a fresh scandal brewing? A decade before 
Peggy Eaton upset the balance of political power under Presi- 
dent Jackson, Washington’s tea tables undertook to weight 
the scales in favor of one candidate or one faction or another. 
When the German woman whom Governor Middleton of South 
Carolina had brought to Washington as governess for his 
daughters married the Prussian minister, consternation reigned 
while society decided on the minimum civility feasible to ex- 
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1819, pp. 212-13, 16C, 18, 23, 24 Mar 1820, pp. 1670, 1675; M. B. Smith, 
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tend to a former servant. As Sir Charles Bagot or his successors 
at the British legation drove from boardinghouse to boarding- 
house to drop cards on the people to whom the rules of preced- 
ence now gave importance, the diplomats must have marvelled 
at the human vagaries in the capital of a nation ostensibly 
dedicated to equality. Much of the gossip was good-natured. 
Who could fail to enjoy the mental picture of the dignified 
John Quincy Adams caught during his usual early morning 
swim in the Potomac by an insistent woman, identified by 
rumor as Mrs. Anne Royall, who supposedly stood over his 
clothes on the bank until he granted her an interview?” 

Nor were the troubled 1820’s without their stirring occasions. 
Most memorable of all were General Lafayette’s visits as guest 
of the municipality in the autumn of 1824 and the summer of 
1825. William Seaton, who met him at the District line, re- 
ported that the elderly hero had breakfasted on “fine Bay perch, 
six of which he consumed, bread a discretion, all washed down 
with generous Bordeaux; the culmination of his enthusiasm, 
however, being reserved for the unsurpassed canvas-back duck 
and hominy.” The city féted him with a magnificent reception, 
dinners and balls at a cost of more money than the entire annual 
public school budget. Together with President Monroe and 
most of the Cabinet, he attended the first commencement at 
Columbian College. School children paraded for him. Although 
Samuel Morse’s portrait shows a raddled old man obviously 
suffering from elephantiasis, decades later elderly ladies still 
cherished as their dearest childhood memory having touched 
the aged hero’s hand. On the 4th of July 1826 the celebration 
of a half-century of American independence marked another 
great moment, observed by a huge parade and “an impressive 
and argumentative” oration at the Capitol.** 
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Yet people with a permanent stake in the city had reason to 
feel that her status of capital was not enough. Unless she 
achieved a solid economic basis independent of Congress, their 
aspirations for her and for themselves were unlikely to flower. 
Congress showed no disposition to widen local political control 
over race relations and the slave trade. Without congressional 
cooperation neither external beautification of the city nor endur- 
ing enrichment of her cultural life could go far. Philanthropy in 
turn must suffer if the municipality and private citizens were 
impoverished. They agreed with the statement of a Rhode 
Island newspaper that the capital should “stand as a monu- 
ment of wealth and power, as a rallying point for popular 
partialities which will exalt the pride of patriotism.” But until 
the federal government accepted that point of view and acted, 
the one direction in which the community could move to help 
itself was toward commercial pre-eminence. By 1822 other 
American cities had not only recovered from the panic but were 
flourishing. In spite of federal payrolls, trade and private manu- 
facturing in Washington were at a standstill. The Washington 
Canal held only a few inches.of water and was unusable except 
at very high tide; the Potomac Company was manifestly mori- 
bund. But the river was still there. New York state had started 
the Erie Canal in 1817, and the “big ditch” had crept westward 
all through the depression years. The route to the West by 
way of the Potomac was sixty miles shorter. Surely in that 
fortuitous circumstance lay the best hope of economic salvation 
for the District of Columbia.** 

Local businessmen realized they must make a fresh start on 
the long-talked-of project if they were to tap the trade of the 
Ohio Valley. In the summer of 1822 while western Pennsylva- 
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nians petitioned Congress for improvement of Potomac River 
navigation, representatives of the three District cities discussed 
the matter and, after a conference with men from Leesburg, 
Virginia, and Baltimore, called a convention to meet in Wash- 
ington in November 1823. From that moment on, the prospec- 
tive canal became the all-important theme of newspaper articles 
and conversation among men deeply concerned for the District’s 
well-being.** Delegates to the convention came from Maryland, 
Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Ohio as well as the District, among 
them Albert Gallatin, Jefferson’s Secretary of the Treasury, 
Henry Clay, Francis Scott Key, Judge Bushrod Washington, 
George Washington Parke Custis, and Thaddeus Stevens, who 
was at that time still a Pennsylvania iron-monger. Their fame 
lent importance to the proceedings. John Quincy Adams and 
other Cabinet members attended a dinner given for the dele- 
gates; newspapers publicized the convention speeches and reso- 
lutions. The results were gratifying. The President’s State of 
the Union message recommended federal support, the Virginia 
Assembly incorporated a new canal company, and Congress, 
urged on by constituents, appropriated money for a survey of 
a feasible route and an estimate of cost.** 

Opposition from Baltimore and Philadelphia delayed endorse- 
ment from their states, but the Maryland legislature approved 
early in 1825, and in March a favorable preliminary report 
from the Board of Army Engineers led Congress to confirm the 
Virginia and Maryland acts. Two months later the Potomac 
Company dissolved, relinquishing all its property rights to the 
new Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company. Enthusiasts con- 
sidered the battle now won: the new company need only raise 
four or five million dollars, dig a canal along the Potomac, in- 
stall locks to carry the waterway over the 1900-foot elevation 
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to the Monongahela River, and Pittsburgh would then be only 
341 miles distant by water from Washington. The Pennsyl- 
vania legislature, caught up in the general excitement, chartered 
the canal company in 1826.*" 

A shock awaited the promoters. The final report of the Army 
Board of Engineers put the cost of the project at $22,300,000, 
about four times the figure expected and far more than the 
most optimistic canal advocates knew they could raise. Per- 
suaded that the Army had miscalculated, they induced Presi- 
dent Adams to appoint civil engineers to re-examine the adverse 
findings. Most business in the District had continued to 
languish even when the canal had seemed a certainty. Wash- 
ington’s mayor wrung his hands over the city’s “almost total 
absence” of commerce. The Bank of Columbia closed, and its 
directors gloomily reported “thirty-two years of bad manage- 
ment, neglect, and confusion” dimmed the chance of salvaging 
anything. While pressing for congressional approval of a new 
bridge across the Potomac below the Little Falls, Georgetown 
declared: “Our town, notwithstanding its local and natural 
advantages for trade, has been gradually declining; our popula- 
tion is deminished; our houses untenanted; and the people 
earnestly pleading that the avenues of commerce may be 
opened.”*® 

To the relief of local merchants, in the spring of 1827 the 
civil engineers submitted a report estimating the cost of a canal 
to Cumberland, Maryland, at the foot of the mountains, at 
$4,500,000. Georgetown and Alexandria citizens requested their 
city councils each to subscribe $250,000 to stock, and Wash- 
ingtonians recommended a corporate subscription of $1,000,- 
000. A reassured Congress authorized the municipalities to 
borrow the money, levying taxes to pay the interest until 
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dividends should cover the costs, and, better still in the com- 
munity’s view, sanctioned purchase by the United States Treas- 
ury of 10,000 shares of $100 par value. If some taxpayers ques- 
tioned the wisdom of incurring such heavy municipal debts, 
their voices were drowned in the general chorus of approval. 
A congressman from New York warned that under the “influ- 
ence of enthusiasm” the District might be succumbing to “false 
lures,” but, apart from specifying that the United States would 
not be responsible for either interest or principal, Congress 
refused to curb local investment.*® 

Two features of developments during 1827, however, might 
well have given citizens pause. First was the paring down of 
the original plan to develop a commercially usable waterway 
between the tidewater cities on the Potomac and the Ohio 
Valley. The very name Chesapeake and Ohio Canal advertised 
the intended challenge to New York City and the Erie Canal. 
A canal to Cumberland would make the District cities distribut- 
ing points for the coal and farm produce of the upper Potomac 
Valley but would not reach over the mountains into the fertile 
Ohio country. Perhaps District investors believed the link with 
the Monongahela would be easy to finance once the canal had 
reached the base of the mountains; perhaps they looked to a 
serviceable portage. Whatever their reasoning, they seemed 
satisfied with the reduced scope of the undertaking. The second 
factor in the situation as it unfolded during 1827 was the 
chartering of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad. 

Along the Potomac disbelief in the utility of a railroad was 
not unnatural, if only because the project originated in Balti- 
more, and Baltimore would logically grasp at straws to prevent 
diversion to rivals of her trade with the backcountry. The 
Intelligencer dubbed a railroad a costly experiment, certainly 
not a transport system that could compete with a canal. While 
Baltimore bankers and merchants organized the railroad com- 
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pany and sold stock to the Maryland legislature, the corporation 
of Baltimore, and private citizens, District businessmen watched 
with the detached interest of outsiders witnessing the admirable 
but futile struggle of a community to halt its inescapable decline. 
So far from seeking to share in an enterprise for which their 
neighbors had raised $3,000,000 in a few months, Washing- 
tonians redoubled efforts to finance their own undertaking. For 
more than forty years American inland towns and cities had 
pinned their hopes of commercial progress upon improved river 
navigation and canals. Why should the District cities abandon 
that plan now in favor of a newfangled substitute of doubtful 
value? As the railroad age opened, they threw their energies 
into a project that would eat up their resources and sharply limit 
their economic expansion.” 

On the 4th of July 1828 ceremonies inaugurating the two 
new ventures took place simultaneously. In Baltimore, Charles 
Carroll of Carrollton, the last surviving signer of the Declara- 
tion of Independence, turned the first spade of earth to start 
work on the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, while on the Potomac 
above Georgetown President John Quincy Adams broke ground 
for the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal. The superstitious might 
have seen an ill omen in the President’s difficulties when his 
shovel struck a hickory tree root. Only after he had stripped 
off his coat and dug fiercely at the obstruction did he succeed 
in turning the earth. But John Quincy Adams profited from 
the setback: for the first time in a long distinguished career 
he won delighted cheers from the spectators who read into the 
episode symbolic proof of the triumphant progress of the canal.™ 

Unhappily altercation among the District cities posed a threat 
to the canal before it was well begun. Washington and Alexan- 
dria were determined to have it extend far enough down- 
stream to enable the barges to unload in deep water at their 
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wharves. Georgetown, anxious to pre-empt the traffic, argued 
that the terminus should be at the head of tidewater at the 
Little Falls; to carry the canal down to a terminal basin on the 
Eastern Branch would be utmost extravagance. But Washing- 
ton, holding four times as much stock as Georgetown, enlisted 
the support of Richard Rush, Secretary of the Treasury, who 
represented the million-dollar interest of the United States 
government. ‘The upshot was a compromise largely in the favor 
of the capital: the waterway was to come through Georgetown 
into Rock Creek below the present K Street and continue thence 
on the Washington side to the mouth of the Tiber. From that 
point barges could pass to the Eastern Branch via the Washing- 
ton Canal. Washington had already taken steps to force the 
impecunious Washington Canal Company to deepen and widen 
its channel, and when President Adams as one of his last acts 
in office approved construction of a canal boat basin at “the foot 
of the President’s Square,” citizens elatedly envisaged coal 
barges loaded in Cumberland discharging their cargoes direct 
on to ocean-going vessels docked on the Eastern Branch above 
and below the Navy Yard. Washingtonians and Georgetowners 
showed no concern for Alexandria. That she would have to 
build first an aqueduct to take heavily laden horse-drawn barges 
over the Potomac and then a seven-mile lateral canal into the 
city merely insured more trade for her competitors.” Their 
problem was to collect the subscriptions of individual investors 
and find an organization willing to lend the two corporations 
the $1,250,000 they had pledged to the enterprise. 

As the autumn of 1828 wore on, valiant efforts to expedite 
the financing of the venture upon which scores of citizens be- 
lieved their future hinged slowly gave way to profound dis- 
couragement. The election of Andrew Jackson that November 
was little short of alarming to men fearful of his known opposi- 
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tion to federally supported “internal improvements.” If a J ack- 
sonian Congress were to cancel the United States $1,000,000 
subscription to canal stock, the great national project would 
collapse and with it, paradoxically, Washingtonians’ hopes of 
attaining economic independence of the federal government. 
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THE JACKSONIAN “REVOLUTION” 
AND AFTER, 1829-1840 


AV WHETHER Andrew Jackson’s impending occu- 
EN 


pancy of the White House spelled the catastrophic 
end of a great era in the capital or the dawn of a 
brighter day depended upon the point of view of the individual 
citizen of the disenfranchised community. The Hero of New 
Orleans had devoted adherents in the District of Columbia 
among both the well-to-do and the working classes. John Van 
Ness, President of the Bank of the Metropolis, and Thomas 
Corcoran, dry goods merchant and former mayor of George- 
town, headed a committee that took charge of inaugural prepa- 
rations. Democratic party organs like Duff Green’s United 
States Telegraph in January 1829 began announcing trium- 
phantly what the new order would mean: curtailment of “special 
privilege” in the interests of the common man and a clean sweep 
from the executive departments of all Adams supporters and 
all long-time incumbents. Warm as was Anne Royall’s regard 
for John Quincy Adams, even she upheld his enemies in pro- 
claiming “rotation of office” a sound method whereby the un- 
initiated could gain experience in running the government. No 
federal officeholder in Washington felt entirely safe, and those 
known to be anti-Jacksonians trembled in their boots. Mrs. 
Smith thought the affectation of gaiety at President Adams’ 
drawing room oppressive. The defeated President and his wife 
“came out in a brilliant masquerade dress of social, gay, frank, 
cordial manners . . . a change from the silent, repulsive, haughty 
reserve by which they have hitherto been distinguished.” But 
permanent residents of the city dreaded the imminent departure 
of old friends and more than half expected a bloodless but far- 
reaching social and economic revolution.* 
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The weather during January and February was bitterly cold. 
Illness invaded almost every household, and the family that did 
not lose a child counted itself lucky. The suffering in the poorer 
parts of the city appalled Amos Kendall of Kentucky upon his 
arrival. Apparently unprepared to find desperate want every- 
where, Kendall, who would soon be the chief power in Jackson’s 
“kitchen cabinet,” approved of the congressional vote to distrib- 
ute fifty cords of firewood to families without fuel; only later 
would he learn that the wood had to be taken from supplies 
purchased to heat government buildings.? Amidst the general 
misery no one put into words apprehensions about the future 
of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal. 

The local Democratic committee proclaimed how different 
everything would be after the inauguration. A forerunner of 
the national committee that would soon substitute the party 
convention for the congressional caucus in nominating presi- 
dential candidates, the Washington committee ignored the Dis- 
trict Marshal, Mayor Gales, and members of the city council, 
officials formerly responsible for inaugural celebrations. But 
the committee in turn faced embarrassments. Because Mrs. 
Jackson had died only a day or two before the General set out 
from Tennessee, he refused to permit a grand parade with 
Jackson Riflemen escorting him to the Capitol. No advance 
festivities of any kind were possible, as the grief-stricken 
widower declined every invitation. His‘ vanquished opponents 
had nothing to celebrate.* 

The brilliant sunshine that warmed the capital on March 4, 
1829, lightened the gloom that had enveloped apprehensive 
Washingtonians. Like Thomas Jefferson twenty-eight years 
before, Andrew Jackson chose to walk from his lodgings to the 
Capitol, and, again like Jefferson, he went unattended by the 
retiring President. John Quincy Adams had left the White 
House the preceding night to take up residence in a rented 
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house on Meridian Hill. On the grounds of the Capitol a huge 
crowd gathered quietly to await the white-haired old General. 
As he walked across the untidy stretch of Mall at the foot of 
the Hill, past the new iron fence, and through the west gate 
into the recently planted grounds, his simple dignity impressed 
the most critical onlookers. “Even from a distance,” wrote 
Margaret Bayard Smith, “he could be discerned from those 
accompanying him, for he only was uncovered (the Servant in 
the presence of his Sovereign, the People) .” The throng on the 
west terrace was so great that he was obliged to climb an area 
wall and make his way into the building through the subbase- 
ment. The swearing-in ceremony, “an imposing and majestic 
spectacle,” for the first time took place outdoors on the east 
portico of the Capitol. When the inaugural address was over, 
delivered amid an almost “breathless silence,” and Chief Justice 
Marshall had administered the oath, the President kissed the 
Bible reverently and “then bowed again to the people—yes, to 
the people in all their majesty.” 

Suddenly the majesty of the people vanished. The crowds 
rushed upon the President to shake his hand, trampled over the 
lawns and newly planted flowerbeds to reach him before he got 
to the gate and the horse awaiting him there, and then raced 
to the White House to ensure themselves a place at the reception 
and a chance at the refreshments. Uncouth-looking small-town 
politicians and farmers who admired Old Hickory or hoped to 
land appointments to office rubbed elbows with city bankers 
and blue-coated colonels and commodores. The press of people 
soon jammed the President against the wall until he escaped 
through the broken furniture and smashed china out the south 
door and returned to Gadsby’s Hotel. The “rabble” stayed on, 
“a mob of boys, negroes, women, children, scrambling, fighting, 
romping.” A story, doubtless apocryphal, tells of a small child, 
lost in the crowd, whose anxious parents at last found her 
delightedly jumping up and down on an old sofa in one of the 
President’s private rooms; she cried out to her mother, “Just 
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think, Mama! This sofa is a millionth part mine.”* Later recep- 
tions at the White House were less boisterous, but the popular 
Jacksonian assumption that all government property belonged 
to all the American people, particularly to all friends of the 
party, endured. 

Official society, furthermore, soon faced open conflict with 
the President over his insistence upon having Mrs. John Eaton 
accorded every courtesy. “Peggy” O’Neale Eaton, wife of the 
new Secretary of War and daughter of a Washington tavern 
keeper, was a beautiful, vivacious woman whose earlier life 
appeared to justify the charge that she was a “loose” female. 
The pastor of the Second Presbyterian Church indulged in 
frank criticism of her, only to find himself summoned to the 
White House to be rebuked by the President for maligning an 
innocent woman and to lose Andrew Jackson as a member of the 
congregation. Mrs. Calhoun, wife of the Vice-President, and 
most other gently bred ladies, believing all moral standards the 
issue, flatly refused to receive the notorious Peggy. In her auto- 
biography written forty years later Mrs. Eaton exclaimed “God 
help the woman who must live in Washington.” The result was 
a deep rift in Washington society healed only by time and by 
Eaton’s eventual resignation from the Cabinet.® 

The anticipated wholesale proscription of officeholders in 
Washington, on the other hand, did not occur. By 1831, of the 
301 men who had held government posts under John Quincy 
Adams 205 were still on the rolls, and of those who were 
dropped several, certainly, had reached an age to warrant re- 
tirement. Dismissal, it was true, was a severe blow to competent 
men who found themselves turned out after years of faithful 
service to make way for party supporters. People not otherwise 
touched felt the shock when long-established members of the 
community had to seek a livelihood elsewhere. As the expense 
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of transport precluded families’ taking their household effects 
with them, the melancholy sight of furnishings stacked up for 
auction was repeated again and again. Only an occasional ousted 
official, George Watterston for one, stayed on to find other work 
in Washington; Richard Rush, Adams’ Secretary of the Treas- 
ury, accepted a commission from the District cities in the spring 
of 1829 to negotiate a loan in Europe to finance the corporations’ 
purchase of Chesapeake and Ohio Canal stock. Yet dismissals 
were far fewer than either party friends or foes had prophesied, 
and an employee who survived the first year’s “house-cleaning” 
could count with some certainty on holding his job till the next 
major political upset. In the early 1830’s that moment was not 
imminent. Furthermore, however saddened by removal of old 
friends, people rooted in Washington could derive some con- 
solation from the signs of an expansion of the federal establish- 
ment; fifteen new clerkships in the Post Office Department and 
the prospect of more to come.® 

Nevertheless the social structure of the capital underwent a 
subtle change. The line drawn between official and resident 
society in Monroe’s administration, if preparing the way, had 
affected very few people. The new division, initially not so 
evident as it would become later, had more significant and 
long-lasting consequences. Individual government employees 
in the 1830's and after, as in the past, would identify them- 
selves with the community, but general acceptance of the princi- 
ple of rotation in office, whether acted upon or not, tended to 
put all federal officeholders into the category of temporary resi- 
dents. Those who manifested a wholehearted interest in the city 
and a readiness to share her civic burdens gradually slid over 
the invisible line to become Washingtonians, but at every 
social level a new differentiation developed between people who 
thought of the federal city as home and those ephemeral inhab- 
itants to whom only her federal functions seemed important. 

8 Figures reached by a check of every name on the Register of Officers of 
the U.S., 1828 and 1831; see also ibid., 1833; M. B. Smith, First Forty 
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In 1829, however, of more direct and immediate concern to 
District bankers and investors was the uncertainty about the 
monetary policies of the new administration. If the “enemy_of 
privilege” in the White House were to ask for investigations 
of local banking houses, no one dared guess at the outcome. 
Certainly the President’s known hostility to the Bank of the 
United States stood as a threat to the branch located since 1824 
opposite the Treasury. Samuel Harrison Smith, who had become 
head of the branch in 1828, presumably in time lost his epithet 
of “Silky Milky,” while the institution’s president, that Phila- 
delphia dandy, Nicholas Biddle, learned the truth of his own 
witticism: “The world is ruled by three boxes, the ballot box, 
the ammunition box and the band box.” But in the absence of 
intensive congressional scrutiny, local bankers gradually ceased 
to worry. When the President, after ordering withdrawal of 
government deposits from the Bank of the United States in 
1833, chose the Bank of the Metropolis for one of the federal 
depositories, the possibility that he might add other District 
houses to his list of “pet banks” seemed encouraging." 

Jackson’s second term killed the bankers’ lingering com- 
placency, for the failure of the Bank of Maryland in 1834 
caused three District banks to suspend payments. The Presi- 
dent’s political opponents blamed the disaster on his war on 
the Bank of the United States; his friends apparently held the 
“monster monopoly” guilty. A supporter of Peter Force, Whig 
candidate for mayor, declared that Jackson had “placed upon 
our city ... the hand of Death. . . . To the truth of this picture, 
let the answer be given by our suspended banks, the closed 
doors, depreciated business and protested notes of merchants; 
by the suspended operations of our brickmakers, carpenters, 
lumber yards, cartmen, and laborers, and the Sabbath-day: ap- 
pearance of our streets.” Whigs in Washington’s wealthiest 
ward formally resolved: “At this important crisis in our na- 

™N.I., 14 Jan, 23 Mar, 1 May, 31 Aug 1829, 27 Jan, 12 Apr 1830, 4 
Jul 1831; Columbian Gazette, 27 Mar, 6 Nov 1832; H Doc 84, 21C, 2S, 
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tional affairs, when the greatest embarrassments exist in our 
city, . .. it is the duty of all patriots and freemen to oppose the 
authors of such a state of things.”* 

The majority in Congress, suspecting that local banking 
practices were largely responsible, ordered the municipalities 
to retire their due bills and instructed the House Committee on 
the District to investigate the condition of the District banks. 
The cities reluctantly complied. The committee did nothing 
until the local bank charters were about to expire. District 
banking capital, in the past perhaps larger than local needs 
justified, slowly shrank; it dropped to a sixth of New York’s, 
less than a third of Boston’s, and one-half of Baltimore’s; bank 
stock sold below par; dividends hovered between a mere 4 and 
7 percent; and local merchants still complained of the difficulty 
of obtaining loans. The House committee then produced some 
scandalous findings: bankers, “respectable citizens,” had used 
the suspension of 1834 for their own profit; their “ruinous 
desolating” manipulations over the years had measurably re- 
tarded the growth of the cities, and bank failures since 1821 
had cost the people of the District $1,700,000, money “taken 
from the profits of labor and . . . absorbed by adventurers and 
speculators.”® Nevertheless, in the face of outraged denuncia- 
tions from “Old Bullion” Benton and a few associates, Congress 
renewed the charters of the seven surviving banks until 1838 
on condition that they not issue notes in excess of their capital. 
In 1838 they won another two-year reprieve.*° 

Skilled workmen who might have welcomed an investigation 
of working conditions were left, on the contrary, to fend for 
themselves. Trade associations had begun to appear in the 
1820's, although, like the Columbia Typographical Society, 
at first they were rather mutual benefit societies than labor 

8 N.I., 19 May 1834; Reg Deb, 23C, 1S, pp. 3749-52, Appendix, pp. 350- 
51; James Graham to Wm. A. Graham, 16 Apr 1834, William A. Graham 
Mss (SHC); S Doc 374, 23C, 1S, Ser 242. 

9 H Rpt 800, 24C, 1S, Ser 295. 

10 Reg Deb, 24C, 1S, pp. 1698-1720, 4437-40; Congressional Globe, 24C, 
1S, pp. 60-62, 69, 426, Appendix, pp. 27-28; H Doc 181, 24C, 2S, Ser 304; 
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unions seeking wage increases and shorter hours. In 1830 the 
newly formed Association of Mechanics of the City of Wash- 
ington announced that “it is the interest and bounden duty of 
every member of this community to promote that system of 
public policy, the tendency of which is to increase the numbers, 
diversify the pursuits and augment the happiness of our citizens 
who look to their own labor for support.” That October work- 
ing men celebrated “the freedom of the Press and the late 
Revolution in France” by holding a great parade in which “the 
different trades exhibited on platforms, the mysteries of their 
Arts.” The President, the Cabinet, the Marines, and the entire 
French legation marched in the procession.** Printers and 
craftsmen founded a newspaper, The American Mechanic, and 
after that collapsed, the Washingtonian replaced it for a few 
months. Several trade groups banded together in 1833 to form 
a General Trades’ Union dedicated to securing “the right of 
fixing the price of their own labor.” Like similar organizations 
in other American cities, the union advocated free public edu- 
cation in place of the mockery of “pauper schools” and opposed 
the innovation introduced by prison reformers whereby convicts 
were taught trades and the prison-made articles sold to the 
public at reduced prices. When bitter conflict over wage rates 
and apprenticeships broke out between the Typographical 
Union and Duff Green, in 1835 publisher of the Reformer, 
the printers got no encouragement from the Jacksonians in 
Congress. Before the panic of 1837, country-wide inflation 
produced an upward spiral of prices unmatched by wage in- 
creases; within one three-month period the cost of flour in 
Georgetown rose from $4.50 to $6.00 a barrel. The craft organ- 
izations indeed failed in their every objective but one: the reduc- 
tion in 1840 of hours on federal works to ten a day. And unlike 
workingmen in most of the states, in Washington only men 
with property could vote in municipal elections.” 

11 Address of the Association of Mechanics . . . of Washington to the, 
Operatives throughout the United States, in Miscellaneous Pamphlets, 750:11; 


Minutes, Columbia Typographical Society, 28 Oct 1830; N.I., 30 Oct 1830. 
12.N.I., 9 Apr, 21 Aug 1830, 16, 22 Jun 1831, 23 Apr, 19 May, 4, 22 


126 


JACKSONIAN “‘REVOLUTION”’ AND AFTER 


Unskilled day laborers, white or black, were too inarticulate 
to voice their wants even for full employment. In the spring 
of 1829 they could count on jobs on the C & O Canal, but that 
summer the company resorted to importation of European 
workmen under contract. Unless Congress authorized extensive 
public works and, unlikely event, forbade the practice of hiring 
slaves for building operations, help for common labor appeared 
remote. Federal building in Washington came to a halt in 1829 
and did not resume until the mid-1830’s. Men employed on 
maintenance and repair were chiefly craftsmen. When the city 
began widening and deepening of the Washington Canal in 
1831, ditch diggers fared better, but not because of Jacksonian 
policies. The next year the $115,000 appropriated for macad- 
amizing Pennsylvania Avenue and grading the President’s 
square and the $23,000 spent for piping water into the Capitol, 
the departmental offices, and the White House provided work 
for the unskilled, but inasmuch as approximately a thousand 
newly arrived Irish immigrants seized upon those ill-paid jobs, 
native laborers were little better off than before.** In fact, 
during a period when much of the United States was enjoying 
a boom far exceeding that of the postwar years, the capital was 
facing an economic crisis. 

Troubles over the C & O Canal precipitated that crisis. 
Late in 1829 Richard Rush obtained from Dutch bankers a 
$1,500,000 loan to the District cities to finance their purchase 
of canal stock, but in the interim the slowness of individual 
subscribers in making payments left the company too short of 
cash to purchase land and place contracts on favorable terms. 
More alarming, litigation with the Baltimore and Ohio Rail- 
road Company over claims to the right of way in narrow 
stretches of the Potomac Valley endangered the entire enter- 
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delivered before the General Trades-union of the District of Columbia, 1834; 
Washingtonian, 17 Dec 1836; H Doc 49, 22C, 2S, Ser 234; S Doc 174, 24C, 
3S, Ser 340; Protest of the Columbia Typographical Union against the Wash- 
ington Institute, 1834. 

13 N.J., 14 Jan, 23 Sep 1829, 19 May 1834; H Doc 19, 23C, 1S, Ser 254; 
M. B. Smith, First Forty Years, pp. 225-36. 


127 


JACKSONIAN “‘REVOLUTION” AND AFTER 


prise; the fight dragged on into 1832, costing the canal com- 
pany precious time, money, and secret anxiety lest Congress 
cancel the Treasury’s purchase of stock. The work, to be sure, 
went on. In September 1831 Georgetowners elatedly witnessed 
“the passage of the waters of the river Potomac through the 
canal into Rock Creek” and the “packet” Charles Fenton Mercer 
lowered through the locks. In the course of two days of the 
following May, 99 “boats and arks” carrying 11,322 barrels of 
flour, 277 barrels of whiskey, 400 tons of granite, as well as 
coal, wood, and farm produce, came down the canal into 
Georgetown. Nevertheless by 1833 financial ruin hung over 
Washington. 

Delays in completing the “big ditch” as far as Harpers Ferry 
had deprived all three District cities of the revenues from which 
they had expected to pay the interest on the Dutch loan. For 
Washington alone that charge amounted to $55,000 annually. 
To meet it she had borrowed $250,000 before 1834, on top of 
increasing the tax rate from 56 cents to $1.10—a higher figure 
per $100, the assessors averred, than that of any other city in 
America. And since the C & O Canal would be of little com- 
mercial value to the capital‘unless the barges could move 
through the city to deep water on the Eastern Branch, the 
municipality had contracted a further debt to buy and deepen 
the Washington Canal. Losses from the lottery intended to pay 
for the City Hall had saddled her with another $197,000 of 
debt, bringing the total for a city of some 20,000 souls, nearly 
an eighth of them slaves, to $1,719,000. Annual deficits of 
about $25,000 pointed to bankruptcy unless federal funds were 
to bail the city out. 

To the relief of the community, Congress stepped into the 
breach. First came an appropriation that paid for the purchase 
and deepening of the Washington Canal; a second sum bought 

14Sanderlin, National Project, pp. 82-88; Convention between Richard 
Rush and Daniel Crommelin & Sons, 1830, and Washington Canal Stock 
Papers, 1832, D.C. Miscellany; Wshg Laws, 3 Jan, 1 Aug 1831, 16, 26 
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out the Washington Bridge Company, built a solid causeway 
at the foot of 14th Street and constructed the toll-free “Long” 
bridge over the Potomac; far more important, upon learning 
that agents of the Dutch creditors had arrived in the city to 
collect their money by forced sale of property in the capital, 
Congress reluctantly voted $70,000 to fend off that disgrace 
and in 1835 granted a like amount annually for five years. But 
by January 1836 Washington had again fallen into arrears 
on her interest payments. Alexandria had not yet defaulted but 
foresaw having to do so shortly, and Georgetown officials had 
concluded that only sale of the town’s C & O stock would keep 
her solvent. Manifestly the municipalities could no longer help 
themselves. National honor was involved; the United States 
was a stockholder in the canal company and, many people 
asserted, had encouraged the District cities to extravagant in- 
vestment in the scheme. In any case, neither Democrats nor 
Whigs in Congress were willing to allow foreign bankers to 
control large amounts of real estate and other private property 
in the American capital. In May 1836 the United States govern- 
ment assumed the cities’ $1,500,000 canal debts.** Freed of 
that albatross, Washington quickly recovered a measure of 
financial equilibrium. 

Throughout these negotiations, some congressmen, particu- 
larly those unfamiliar with the city’s past, attributed the trouble 
mainly to irresponsibility in City Hall. Certainly mayors and 
councilmen appeared to have acted foolhardily in letting the 
corporation plunge so deep. But even in the darkest hours the 
local public refused to look upon city officials as stupid, self- 
seeking politicians. In 1835 when the B & O railroad branch 
line reached the capital and the first steam cars deposited pas- 
sengers at the city’s outskirts to be carried thence by omnibus 
to the foot of the Hill, Joseph Gales may have thought back 
ruefully upon his scornful dismissal of a railroad as a sound 

15 N.J., 25 Jan, 6, 10, 28 Aug 1835; S Doc 97, 23C, 2S, Ser 268; S Docs 
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investment.*® But neither Gales, nor the banker John Van Ness, 
who succeeded him as mayor in 1830, nor the next mayor, the 
banker William Bradley, nor Peter Force, mayor from. 1836 
to 1840, could be fairly accused of anything worse than mis- 
taken judgment. Intelligent men of every political stripe had 
believed the city must have a firmer economic basis than federal 
patronage alone could supply. Once committed to the C & O 
Canal as an answer, city officials had a bear by the tail: to let 
go would leave the community with a crippling debt and noth- 
ing to show for it, and to hang on might bankrupt the munici- 
pality and thereby hurt scores of business enterprises in the 
city. Members of Congress who had lived long enough in 
Washington to realize that her plight was not entirely of her 
own making undertook to analyze the problem of the fiscal 
relationship of city and federal government. Samuel Southard, 
Secretary of the Navy during most of the 1820’s and then 
senator from New Jersey, took the lead. 

The Southard report, submitted to the Senate in February 
1835, offered a closely reasoned justification for federal spend- 
ing within the federal District. The national capital, the report 
stated, was the concern of the entire nation. Alexandria and 
Georgetown, having suffered by their separation from their 
respective states and by the creation of a rival city in their 
vicinity, also deserved help. Washington’s financial difficulties 
derived partly from the C & O Canal but more largely from her 
expenditures on the public streets. Congress should reimburse 
her for at least half that total. The United States had con- 
tributed $10,000 to the cost of building the City Hall, but the 
federal courts occupied half the space rent-free, a patent in- 
equity. The government had paid a nominal $36,099 for land 
within the city, in actuality nothing, inasmuch as sales of lots 
offset the purchase price. In short, the United States acquired 
gratis property worth over two and a half million dollars; if 
taxed from the beginning, that would have brought the city 
twice the amount of her indebtedness. The indisputable figures 
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and dispassionate argument of the Southard report carried 
weight. For the next eighty years whenever Washington’s 
financial problems came up for discussion in Congress, men 
quoted from that classic on the subject.’ 

Unfortunately neither Southard nor any like-minded asso- 
ciate offered a clear-cut plan for a permanent fiscal relationship 
between the federal government and the city. Members of 
Congress sufficiently convinced of the need to vote measures 
of immediate relief were unprepared to lay down principles for 
future action. The periodic turnover in House and Senate there- 
fore meant that again and again experienced members would 
have to educate newcomers if Congress were to follow a con- 
sistent course of responsible legislation for the capital. At no 
time in national history was the moment for defining mutual 
obligations so propitious as 1836—no acute foreign entangle- 
ments, Texas’ declaration of independence from Mexico not- 
withstanding, no critical split as yet between slave states and 
free, and, with the national debt wiped out, a surplus in the 
United States Treasury to be distributed to the states. 

Yet between 1830 and 1836 Jacksonians in Congress, what- 
ever their theoretical principles, displayed not only an under- 
standing of the impasse over the C & O Canal debt but also a 
surprising awareness of other local difficulties. When the 
President asked for penal reform, a new criminal code became 
law: imprisonment replaced the death penalty for most of 
Washington County’s fourteen capital crimes and Alexandria 
County’s thirty; juries once unwilling to condemn a man to 
hang for a five-shilling burglary were now ready to bring in 
proper verdicts. Imprisonment for debt continued into the 
1840’s, the criminal provisions of common law still ran, and 
the eighteenth-century Maryland and Virginia civil codes re- 
mained untouched, but at least the most oppressive features of 
the old legal system were now gone. In the unusually cold 
winter of 1831 and again in 1835 Congress donated firewood 
to needy families, and in 1832 and 1833 turned over as an 
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endowment to the debt-ridden Columbian College lots in Wash- 
ington valued at $25,000, an equal amount to Georgetown 
College, and to each of the two orphan asylums land supposedly 
worth $10,000. And in 1835 the President, perhaps thankfully, 
agreed to let the lady managers of the older orphanage auction 
off for the benefit of both asylums the Numidian lion presented 
to him by the King of Morocco. Each orphanage got about 
$1,650; who got the lion is not known.** 

But all these acts of generosity applied only to particular 
situations. The Democratic congresses, having rather unwill- 
ingly done so much for the federal capital, wanted to forget 
about it. Nor were its needs a party issue. When District 
problems were occupying the House, John Robertson, a Virginia 
Whig, made a point of visiting the Senate. In the midst of an 
acrimonious debate on the canal debt, one representative de- 
clared indignantly that he had never known the House to dis- 
cuss any question concerning Washington without some mem- 
bers’ attempting to curry favor at home by ridiculing the 
citizens of the capital. The chairman of the House District 
Committee spoke of the “unpleasantness” of his task because 
of “the temper and spirit with which the most ordinary appro- 
priations for the benefit of this District are received in this 
House. Some gentlemen seem to regard the District of Columbia 

. . aS a rat under an exhausted receiver, where political em- 
pirics may display the quackery of legislation without any 
danger of being called to an account for their folly or their 
ignorance.”** An unnamed senator’s statement, if betraying an 
exaggerated indifference, still throws light on attitudes on the 
Hill. When asked by a German traveller about the desperate 
poverty in the capital, the solon replied: “I am glad the people 
here are poor, and unable to give splendid entertainments. . . . 
From these evils [the corruptions of wealth] we are happily 

18 Reg Deb, 21C, 2S, pp. 558-59, Appendix, pp. 20-23, 22C, 1S, p. xlviii, 
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exempted by the almost hopeless condition of the inhabitants 
of this place.” Halfhearted congressional attempts to slough off 
upon a District territorial government the time-consuming and 
boring responsibilities for the community were again defeated 
by outcries about the incompatibility of interests of the three 
cities, while petitions from Alexandria and Georgetown for 
retrocession to the states met with no serious response.”° 

After federal assumption of the C & O Canal debt, however, 
Washingtonians knew they had much to be thankful for. While 
the city still carried a $450,000 municipal debt, in 1837 when 
panic and depression hit the rest of the United States and local 
banks suspended specie payment, Mayor Peter Force, himself 
a businessman with a printing establishment to maintain, de- 
clared in July that no business had failed: “The late pecuniary 
embarrassments of the country . . . have scarcely been felt here. 
We, so far, have suffered little more than a temporary incon- 
venience, arising from the sudden conversion of a specie into a 
paper currency.” The government payrolls tided the city over.” 
Throughout the decade upkeep of the streets and poor relief 
were burdensome, but federal money had paid for macadamiz- 
ing Pennsylvania Avenue, and private citizens, though fre- 
quently overwhelmed by the wretchedness in the city, still 
looked upon charity less as a public than as an individual obliga- 
tion. 

Under the leadership of John McLeod, the Irish school- 
master, in 1830 a group founded the Washington Relief Society 
dedicated to helping “indigent and disabled emigrants” and 
other distressed people whom local ordinances barred from 
admission to the city almshouse. In one winter the organization 
boarded forty people in private homes or taverns, and in 1833 

20 Aristocracy in America, from the Sketchbook of a German Nobleman, 
ed. Francis J. Grund, 11, 268; Reg Deb, 22C, 1S, p. 1449; H Rpt 337, 22C, 
1S, Ser 226; John to Wyndham Robertson, 6 Feb 1836, Robertson Mss; 
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it opened an infirmary for destitute foreigners. Five years later 
the Female Union Benevolent Society came into being with the 
avowed purpose of assisting the “necessitous poor” after the 
lady managers had made “careful observation and inquiry as 
to the needs.” President Van Buren contributed to the work 
by donating for sale the remaining half of a 1,400-pound cheese 
presented to President Jackson toward the end of his term. 
Although lack of funds forced the Howard Society to curtail 
its workshops’ activities, one of its earliest supporters, a govern- 
ment clerk by the name of Peter Gallaudet, awakened consider- 
able interest in a plan for a manual labor school and orphanage 
for boys in which they could learn trades and agricultural skills 
and thus become self-supporting. The money raised by selling 
copies of Monuments of Washington’s Patriotism was too little 
to open the school, but the $4,600 contributed would go in 
1860 to an institution for the deaf and dumb headed by 
Gallaudet’s grandson.” Belief that intemperance caused much 
of the misery in the city for a time encouraged efforts to eradi- 
cate poverty by preaching abstinence and campaigning against 
the sale of “ardent” spirits in Washington. But the new temper- 
ance societies won few converts among wage-earners, and the 
inroads of disease which incapacitated breadwinners and left 
their families destitute suggested that better medical care might 
be a sounder answer to public ills than prohibition. 

Forty-odd years before Pasteur’s discoveries began to revolu- 
tionize medical science, tuberculosis, then known as consump- 
tion, typhoid fever, malaria, diphtheria, measles, and a host of 
other communicable diseases scourged the country periodically. 
Probably doctors in the District were as alert and as well- 
informed about preventives and cures as physicians elsewhere, 
but faulty drainage and the muggy heat of summer made 
Washington peculiarly vulnerable. The swampy stretches 
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along the Washington Canal had become such an obvious 
menace to health in the 1820's that the city fathers begged the 
federal government to let them use any money derived from 
sales of publicly owned lots to drain the area. Congress ignored 
the plea. 

In the summer of 1832 an epidemic of Asiatic cholera took 
heavy toll, first among the workmen on the C & O Canal and 
the laborers engaged in laying the water mains for government 
buildings and then among the citizens generally. The board of 
health did what it could, forbidding the importation of fresh 
fruits and vegetables, “abolishing” hog sties within the city 
limits during the emergency, prohibiting public entertainments, 
and annulling licenses to sell liquor for ninety days. The only 
treatment physicians prescribed was bleeding, doses of calomel, 
and abstention from all stimulants. City funds and private sub- 
scriptions provided a staff of doctors and three temporary 
hospitals in rented houses, but for weeks the “dead carts” made 
the rounds every morning while the mournful sound of the 
drivers’ horns and the call “Bring out the dead” echoed in the 
streets. Marcia Burnes Van Ness, wife of the mayor, nursed the 
afflicted until she too died of the disease. Its spread, according 
to the board of health, was chiefly due to the “large number of 
foreign emigrants [sic] . . . employed on the public works. 
Most of these were from Germany and Ireland, men who 
neither understood our language, nor were accustomed to our 
climate, habits and mode of living.” Physicians noted that the 
cholera was also “extremely fatal to our colored population, 
and more especially to the free blacks.” When small pox ap- 
peared a few months later, members of the Medical Society 
undertook to vaccinate poor people free of charge.” 

Epidemics emphasized the need of a public hospital for 
transients as well as a proper city infirmary. But despite proof 
that in most years three out of every four patients cared for at 

23 Ptn, H25A-G4.1, 8 Jan 1838; N.J., almost daily accounts of the epidemic 


from 8 Aug to 29 Sep 1832, and 7, 8 Jan, 10 Apr 1833; M. B. Smith, First 
Forty Years, pp. 335-38; Sunday Star, 22 Sep 1918. 


135 


JACKSONIAN ‘“‘REVOLUTION”’ AND AFTER 


the Washington Asylum were non-residents of the city, the 
bill to erect a federally financed hospital for them failed in 
Congress. By 1839 as overcrowding had made the Asylum 
unfit for use, city officials obtained President Van Buren’s per- 
mission to use part of Marine Hospital Square bordering the 
Eastern Branch for a new Asylum which should include an 
infirmary along with an almshouse and a workhouse, but diffi- 
culty in raising the money postponed a start on the buildings 
until 1843.” 

Destructive fires forced the federal government, on the other 
hand, into a building program in the mid-thirties. When an 
incendiary burned the Treasury to the ground in 1833, one 
story runs that sixty-six-year-old John Quincy Adams, by then 
a Massachusetts congressman, worked all night with the bucket 
brigade to save the building and its precious records. A three- 
year congressional debate over where to locate a new and neces- 
sarily larger Treasury opened at once and finally ended in a 
recommendation of the old site but left the final decision to the 
Executive. Two days later the President announced that he had 
chosen the old location and Robert Mills as architect. Mills’ 
design called for a three-story structure stretched lengthwise 
along 15th Street. Perhaps anti-Jacksonians originated the tale 
current to this day that Old Hickory, at odds with Congress 
at the time, had stalked out of the White House, planted his 
cane firmly and decreed that the Treasury should stand there 
where it would block his view of the Capitol and its stiff-necked 
occupants. But as the walls began to rise above the foundations, 
members of Congress realized with dismay that so large a 
structure would indeed interrupt the sweep of Pennsylvania 
Avenue and thus obliterate a significant feature of L’Enfant’s 
layout of the city. Agitation to redesign or relocate the building 
ensued, but Robert Mills stoutly defended his work by pointing 
to the impossibility otherwise of reconciling Treasury specifica- 
tions for 114 rooms and the requirement of using the narrow 
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original lot. And the expense of tearing down the partially 
constructed building eventually silenced his critics.” 

When the Post Office, which still housed patent records and 
models, burned in December 1836, a new General Post Office 
had to be built. Again the site was the old one at E and 7th 
Streets. In the square to the north, work had already begun 
on a separate building for the Patent Office, since patent appli- 
cations had trebled over the years. Both buildings lacked the 
spacious setting L’Enfant had assigned to every public edifice, 
but Thomas U. Walter’s use of Corinthian pilasters on the Post 
Office and William P. Elliot’s design for the Patent Office 
excited general admiration. The main portico of the Patent 
Office fronting on F Street was a replica of the Parthenon. The 
proportions of the building with its broad flight of steps lead- 
ing up to the columned porch created an air of stateliness hard 
to imagine after twentieth-century changes sheared off the 
steps. While construction was still under way, the Commis- 
sioner of Patents laid plans for adding at the rear a greenhouse 
and a garden in which to propagate the plants and seeds col- 
lected by government-sponsored exploring parties. In the 1840’s 
the garden would become one of Washington’s show places.” 

The future of science in the capital, however, commanded 
deeper interest than urban aesthetics. President Jackson pos- 
sessed none of John Quincy Adams’ passion for extending the 
boundaries of human knowledge and had little understanding 
of the scientific world, but Old Hickory and his followers who 
guffawed at Adams’ “lighthouses of the sky” were not averse 
to endorsing programs that promised to meet immediate prac- 
tical needs. Contrary to every expectation of 1829, the next 
several years saw the federal government revive or initiate 
scientific projects that differed very little from some of Adams’ 
most derided proposals. 
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When the discrepancies in the weights and measures used in 
American customhouses evoked complaints, Jackson turned to 
Rudolph Hassler. In 1830 the elderly Swiss had driven up to the 
White House door in his specially designed carriage equipped 
with heavy springs to prevent jolting of the delicate surveying 
instruments fitted into the trunk forming the seat; the Presi- 
dent, impressed with his caller’s talents, assigned him the task 
of checking the Treasury’s weights and measures. When in 
1832, constituents’ pressures for reliable charts of American 
coastal waters led Congress to resurrect the Coast Survey by 
removing the restrictions on employing civilians, Hassler again 
took charge. His insistence on scientific methods and the care 
with which he trained the men assigned to him, largely Army 
and Navy officers, gave the government almost in spite of itself 
a true scientific agency with headquarters in Washington. 
Similarly the Navy’s want of a central depository for expensive 
navigational equipment when it was not in use brought into 
being a Depot of Charts and Instruments. Lt. Charles Wilkes, 
head of the depot from 1833 to 1836, finding that astronomical 
observations were essential to rate Navy chronometers for ac- 
curate time, erected a sixteen-foot-square observatory on the 
Capitol grounds and mounted there one of the transits Hassler 
had brought back from England in 1815. Wilkes’ successor, 
Lt. James M. Gilliss, carried matters further by undertaking 
observations of culminations of the moon and stars, eclipses 
and meteorological phenomena calculated to furnish needed 
data to a new exploring expedition authorized by Congress in 
1836. That year a reorganization of the Patent Office, rejected 
when President Adams urged it, went into effect without a 
hitch.”” 

Just as public demand re-established a scientific Coast Survey 
and revamped the Patent Office, and just as navigational needs 
permitted the forerunner of a national observatory to rise under 
the very noses of congressmen, so what people came to call 
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the “first National Expedition” grew out of practical Americans’ 
desire for information about the geography of distant places. 
The expedition, with several qualified civilian scientists at- 
tached to it, sailed under Lieutenant Wilkes’ command in 1838 
to be gone four years. At the same time American eagerness 
for facts about the natural resources of the country inspired 
congressional appropriations for scientific explorations in the 
trans-Mississippi West, most of them under the aegis of Army 
topographical engineers. 

For Washington, however, prospects of more immediate 
benefits suddenly arose in 1836 when word filtered through 
diplomatic channels of a bequest from a little known English- 
man: James Smithson had left his entire fortune to “the United 
States of America to found at Washington, under the name of 
the Smithsonian Institution, an Establishment for the increase 
and diffusion of knowledge among men.” Congress immediately 
entered upon a debate about the constitutionality and propriety 
of accepting. But the possibilities the gift opened up overcame 
scruples. The President dispatched Richard Rush to England 
to claim the legacy. Rush returned in 1838 with $500,000 in 
gold and James Smithson’s library and collection of minerals. 
Discussion of how to use the windfall revolved around whether 
Smithson had intended it to establish a national university, a 
great museum or some kind of research foundation. Until final 
agreement could be reached, Congress voted to invest the 
money in state bonds. But the stipulation that the Smithsonian 
Institution should be located at Washington encouraged faith 
that at last the city might turn into the cultural and intellectual 
center Jefferson had envisioned and the Columbian Institute 
had struggled to create.” 

The Columbian Institute itself was past reviving. Aware 
that its energies were spent, in 1840 Secretary of War Joel 
Poinsett, an amateur scientist in his own right, called together 
seven leading federal officials, organized the National Institute 
for the Promotion of Science, and invited members of the older 
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Institute to join in making the new body a force in American 
life. At the same time the opportunities the Smithson money 
dangled before the eyes of every aspiring local organization 
produced numerous competing ideas. While the Commissioner 
of Patents laid plans to develop his office as a museum and a 
clearinghouse of agricultural information and the president of 
Columbian College dreamed of transforming the college into a 
national university, John Quincy Adams accused the municipal 
corporation of coveting the fund for the city’s schools. They 
needed help. A survey taken in 1839 showed that of the 5,200 
white children in the city 900 were enrolled in private schools, 
293 in the two pauper schools, and the other 4,000 left to learn 
what they could pick up for themselves. Were that record not 
bettered, the chances were dim that Washington could emerge 
in the near future as an epitome of American educational aims 
and achievements.” 

Meanwhile, at least among northerners, the city lost prestige 
in another realm, for such enlightened humanitarianism in 
race relations as she had once shown vanished. In 1829 white 
people zealous for the emancipation and removal of Negroes 
to Liberia organized the African Education Society to pro- 
vide “persons of color destined to Africa” with schooling “in 
letters, Agriculture and Mechanic Arts.” Petitions for the 
prohibition of the slave trade in the District of Columbia multi- 
plied simultaneously. In 1830 no one objected publicly to 
William Lloyd Garrison’s advertised plan of publishing a 
weekly abolitionist paper, the Liberator, in the capital or, when 
he chose Boston instead, to Benjamin Lundy’s issuing the 
Genius of Universal Emancipation from Washington.” Anti- 
slavery sentiment was also gaining ground rapidly in Virginia. 
Unhappily a slave insurrection in southern Virginia in the sum- 
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mer of 1831 caused a revulsion of feeling. Early in 1832 a bill 
for gradual emancipation failed in the Virginia Assembly by 
only one vote, but Nat Turner’s rebellion frightened many 
southerners. In the eyes of otherwise sensible citizens of the 
District of Columbia abolitionists became dangerous agita- 
tors; slaves were creatures “unfit for freedom; ignorant, ser- 
vile and depraved.” For the first time in her history George- 
town enacted a black code, listing among punishable Negro 
offenses the possession or circulation of literature “calculated 
to excite insurrection or insubordination among the slaves or 
colored people . . . and particularly a newspaper called the 
Liberator.” Eight months after the Turner insurrection Ben- 
jamin Lundy observed that “opposition to everything like 
emancipation runs high.” The local abolition society ceased to 
meet, and fear of “inflammatory” abolitionist literature gradu- 
ally rose to hysteria. It was heightened by an avalanche of anti- 
slavery petitions pouring in upon Congress from northerners.* 

Tension reached the bursting point in 1835 when one of 
Mrs. William Thornton’s slaves attempted to murder her; 
hearsay had it that the man had been “inflamed” by abolitionist 
teachings. Inasmuch as a new arrival from the North, a botany 
teacher who had come to study and lecture in Washington, 
had brought with him specimens wrapped in abolitionist news- 
papers, a visitor to his lodgings, seeing the wrappings, de- 
nounced him as an agent sent to stir up local Negroes. His 
arrest started a week’s witch hunt carried on, like many another 
race riot in America, chiefly by gangs of boys and irresponsible 
young men out of work. The mob’s main objective was the 
intimidation of free Negroes and “the punishment of such as 
have circulated the incendiary pamphlets.” Mayor Bradley, 
knowing that the half-dozen ward constables could not restrain 
several hundred angry men, called for military protection. 
Soldiers and clerks guarded government buildings while citizens 
enrolled as patrols under the command of the mayor and the 
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head of the District militia. No Negro was injured bodily, but 
the mob demolished a Negro school and several Negro tene- 
ments, broke the windows of a colored church, burned a house 
of ill fame, and smashed the furnishings of a fashionable 
restaurant owned by a mulatto, Beverly Snow, who reportedly 
had made derogatory remarks about the wives of white me- 
chanics. At the height of the riot a clerk in the Patent Office 
wrote: “The principal messenger of our office (who is a cold. 
man) decamped today; it seems there was some danger of the 
mob getting hold of him. He had been a great patron of the 
abolition journals, and used to get leave of absence every 
summer to attend the negro congress at Philadelphia as the 
Washington delegate.” Most Negroes simply laid low, keeping 
their feelings to themselves. Upper-class whites attempted to 
explain that riots in Baltimore coupled with some weeks of 
layoffs at the Navy Yard had inspired the demonstrations. 
“Mechanics” deprecated the lawlessness and denied responsibil- 
ity for it. Nevertheless the “Snow storm” severely damaged the 
spirit of the community. 

White men’s shame over the violence intensified rather than 
lessened their resentments at the mere presence of free blacks 
in Washington. “We have already too many free negroes and 
mulattoes in this city, and the policy of our corporate authorities 
should tend to the diminution of this insolent class,” declared 
an anonymous letter-writer. “A motion is now before the 
Common Council for prohibiting shop-licenses henceforth to 
this class of people. If they wish to live here, let them become 
subordinates and laborers, as nature has designed.” The city 
council passed the new ordinance. Thenceforward Negroes 
could drive carts and hackneys but could not run taverns or 
eating houses. Urged on by complaints that the black code 
had “resumed its old character of a dead letter,” the municipal- 
ity also increased the bond required of every Negro family to 
$1,000 and denied colored people without special permits the 
right to be on the streets after 10:00 at night for any purpose.” 
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Further evidence of change in the prevailing temper of the 
white community lay in the cessation of local petitions for 
prohibition of the slave trade. But the flood of appeals from the 
North reached such a volume and debates in Congress became 
so bitter that in 1836 the House voted to receive no petitions 
relating to slavery or the trade in the District. The “gag rule” 
which John Quincy Adams, “Old Man Eloquent,” fought against 
for the next eight years was a denial of freedom of speech 
and petition. Yet even publishers like Joseph Gales, William 
Seaton, and Peter Force who disapproved of slavery but be- 
lieved that local citizens should be allowed to settle their own 
domestic problems tacitly approved the gag. The labor paper, 
the Washingtonian, advocated hanging northerners who in- 
vaded the South to stir up slaves. Until 1837 most of the city 
tried to ignore the battles raging on the Hill. That year mem- 
bers of the Grand Jury of Washington County protested at 
what they labelled outside interference: they had maintained 
silence till then in hope “that time and due reflection” would 
cause critics of District institutions to stop “their iniquitous pro- 
ceedings,” but now Congress should intervene. Georgetown, 
long the most liberal of the three cities in race matters, added 
her_objections to being “the political football of the nation,” 
and in 1839 leading Washingtonians presented a formal me- 
morial to Congress: “It is not that your memorialists are slave- 
holders . . . many of them do not own slaves, and some of them 
might be forbidden by conscience to hold any, but these, never- 
theless, unite with others in this prayer . . . not only from the 
just respect due to the legal rights of those of their neighbors 
who do possess slaves, but from a deep conviction that the con- 
tinual agitation of the subject by those who can have no right 
to interfere with it is calculated to have an injurious influence 
on the peace and tranquility of the community.” The petitioners, 
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however, had no plan beyond a vague notion of discouraging 
free people of color from making their homes in the capital.** 

The attempt to limit the colored population was futile. By 
1840 the 3,100 free Negroes of 1830 had become 4,800, al- 
though the city had 600 fewer slaves than ten years before. 
Manumission and slaves’ purchase of their freedom obviously 
accounted for part of the change, but migration of free Negroes 
into Washington from Maryland and Virginia or farther south 
appeared to be a larger factor. Freed slaves were forbidden by 
law to remain in the Old Dominion. Unless they were willing 
to venture into the alien-seeming northern states, free Negroes 
could not hope for less hostile treatment than they would find 
in the capital. Northerners in Congress, furthermore, probably 
represented to them safeguards against excesses. The “Snow 
storm” occurred when Congress was not in session. Here, once 
any given crisis passed, relaxation of the black code tended to 
occur; Washington, if no longer a sure haven, was as safe a 
place as any below the Mason-Dixon line. 

While a large proportion of the 16,800 white residents of 
the city would doubtless have welcomed laws forbidding the 
ingress of more colored people, intelligent upper-class families 
differentiated between the undesirables and those with admir- 
able qualities. Not every free Negro was law-abiding, but 
official statistics showing that half the inmates of the peniten- 
tiary and jail were Negroes charged with acts of violence or, 
more frequently, drunkenness and thieving, probably reflected 
the prejudices of the police and the courts quite as sharply as 
Negro criminal tendencies. Ex-slaves who had had the tenacity 
and ambition to spend years in purchasing their freedom and 
that of their relatives were unquestionably people of character. 
They were capable of showing true civic spirit. Hence although 
a seemingly unprejudiced outlander described Washington’s 
freedmen as “ignorant, poor and vicious,” Judge Cranch re- 
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marked of the Methodists among them: “They are seldom or 
never brought before the criminal courts for misconduct.” And 
some whites admitted that their free colored neighbors “con- 
stituted a very superior class of their race.”* 

That superiority was most evident among Negroes who had 
lived for some years in Washington. From them new arrivals 
learned how to conduct themselves as responsible free men and 
city-dwellers; those who failed to do so had no recognized place 
in the distinctive colored community taking form in the 1830’s. 
The struggle for education and the new Negro churches knit 
that group closely together. John Prout’s school for colored 
children rarely had fewer than 150 pupils. There during the 
1820’s John F. Cook got the training that he then put to use 
as a teacher. In 1835, as head of the largest Negro school in 
Washington and thus a leader among his fellows, Cook had 
to flee for his life during the “Snow storm,” but he returned a 
year later, reopened the school, and taught until he was ordained 
as Washington’s first colored Presbyterian minister in 1843. 
Five or six other schools were in operation in the meantime. 
One of some note was Louisa Parke Costin’s school on Capitol 
Hill. Louisa’s father provided the schoolhouse. For twenty-four 
years a trusted messenger at the Bank of Washington, William 
Costin was a remarkable man. His father was bélieved to be a 
member of a distinguished Virginia family and his mother, 
granddaughter of a Cherokee Indian chief, was reputedly the 
child of William Dandridge, father of Martha Dandridge 
Custis Washington. William Costin, by Virginia law born free 
because of his descent from an Indian chief, bought his wife’s 
freedom from Eliza Custis Law. He imbued his daughters with 
a passion for service to their race. Upon Louisa’s death her 
younger sister carried on her school until 1839. All told, several 
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hundred colored children yearly obtained some schooling dur- 
ing the thirties. In the interval Negroes organized a Baptist 
church and two additional Methodist churches, bringing the 
number of independent colored congregations to four. 

Those churches at once became the center of Negro social 
as well as religious life. Colored people without church affilia- 
tion had little standing in the Negro community. Class distinc- 
tions within it developed early: they still marked it in mid- 
twentieth century. Lower-class Negroes looked up to superior 
colored persons as fully as the upper class looked down upon 
the inferior. Not improbably, well before 1840 all Negroes in 
Washington were employing the prefix Mr. or Mrs. in speaking 
of their most respected fellows, the ministers and teachers 
above all; the rest remained Tom and Sam or Mary and Sally. 
It was John Prout who presided at the “large and very respect- 
able” gathering at the African Methodist Episcopal church in 
1831 when Negroes, repeating their earlier rejection of the 
Colonization Society’s program, formally declared that “the soil 
that gave us birth is our only true and veritable home.”** 
Determination to prove their right to remain and be acknowl- 
edged as Americans contributed to the stress upper-class 
Negroes placed upon exemplary behavior. 

Little by little free Negroes overcame the worst of the hostil- 
ity under which they suffered between 1831 and 1836. They 
mingled with the crowds at public outdoor celebrations, al- 
though the congressional ruling of 1828 barred them from the 
terrace of the Capitol where the Marine band played on sum- 
mer afternoons. They would not again attend an inaugural 
reception as they had in 1829, but like everybody else they 
enjoyed the sunshine of March 4, 1837, which made Martin 
Van Buren’s inauguration festive, the more so because bitter 
weather and President Jackson’s feeble health had prevented a 
parade four years before. Dislike of some of Van Buren’s poli- 
cies failed to interfere with the pleasure of Washingtonians, 
white or black, who cheered as the President-elect, accompanied 
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by a resplendent military escort, rode to the Capitol in a phaeton 
built of wood from the frigate Constitution. Later that year 
when the famous and still fearsome Black Hawk, Chief Keokuk, 
and some thirty Sac and Fox braves got off the steam cars at 
the B & O railroad depot, a fascinated many-complexioned 
throng gathered and followed them up Pennsylvania Avenue 
to the beat of Indian drums and the wail of Sac musical instru- 
ments. Negroes as well as whites doubtless relished telling of 
the fierce Winnebagos who were persuaded to enter the “Ro- 
tundo” of the Capitol and, upon seeing the frieze of Daniel 
Boone slaying a savage, suddenly uttered a dreadful war whoop 
and fled from the building.* 

Thoughtful citizens, even the observant and indefatigable 
letter-writer Margaret Bayard Smith, seldom examined the 
entire picture Washington presented in the thirties. Much of 
it was a painful contrast to what old residents had hoped to see. 
It was abundantly clear before the end of the decade that the 
city was never going to rival Baltimore or New York or Phila- 
delphia commercially. After 1834, with the C & O Canal dug 
beyond Seneca, Maryland, barges brought limestone to new 
kilns built along Rock Creek at 27th and L Streets, and, after 
the deepened Washington Canal opened in 1837, boats moved 
through the Georgetown locks, past the gatehouse at the foot 
of the President’s Square, and into the heart of the city or on 
to wharves on the Eastern Branch. But Georgetown, not Wash- 
ington, reaped most of the modest profits of the canal trade. 
If few Washingtonians regarded the location of the new Treas- 
ury as an irretrievable error, still fewer saw any reason to 
expect rapid development of the beautiful city that L’Enfant’s 
plan had portended. On the contrary, foreigners’ criticisms of 
her appearance left no room for self-delusion. Tyrone Power, 
the Irish actor on tour in the United States, marvelled at “the 
utter indifference with which Americans looked upon the exceed- 
ingly unworthy condition of their capital.”** The government’s 
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scientific activities and the Smithson legacy held hopes for the 
city’s future, but the illiteracy and ignorance of a considerable 
segment of her population discouraged belief that Washington 
would soon emerge as a center of culture. It was impossible not 
to feel the sting of Harriet Martineau’s comment that her five 
weeks in Washington were the most informing and least agree- 
able of her western travels. And irrespective of individual 
residents’ feeling about slavery, the ill name it gave the Ameri- 
can capital in much of the North and abroad was uncomfortable 
to think about.** Yet with all the community’s failures, the city 
still had power to charm. 

That charm, while failing to work upon many a lonely 
congressman and upon reformers like Miss Martineau, made 
itself felt among people appreciative of the capital’s curious 
combination of sophistication and small-town simplicity. White 
House hospitality again took on an engaging cordiality once the 
Peggy Eaton feud had worn itself out. People who had been 
uneasy over Old Hickory’s attitude about official etiquette were 
impressed at the elegance of his dinner parties. “Such a variety 
and profusion,” wrote a knowledgeable North Carolina con- 
gressman, “and costly table furniture I have never seen.” James 
Graham’s later comment, moreover, indicated that the distinc- 
tions between official and non-official society had faded since 
1818: “I rarely meet any of my colleagues at the parties. They 
appear to be afraid of the urbanity of City company.” The fear- 
ful and gauche ones found their chief diversion at the gaming 
tables where stakes often ran so high that one congressman 
reported losing $3,500, over a year’s salary, in a single night’s 
play. The advent of Martin Van Buren changed the social scene 
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very little. A tactful and gracious host, the new President con- 
tinued the traditional drawing rooms but refused invitations 
except to dine with department heads and foreign ministers. 
Fanny Elssler, the Viennese dancer who had captivated all 
Europe, remarked that “what surprised her most was to find 
the manners of Mr. Van Buren as distinguished as those of 
Metternich.” Political enemies made use of skillfully colored 
tales of the oriental splendor in which the occupant of the 
“President’s Palace” lived, eating pate de fois gras and dinde 
désossé from silver plates with forks of gold, but partisan feel- 
ing rarely spoiled the sociability of occasions like Mrs. Joseph 
Gales’ “splendid” Friday evening parties at Eckington. Soon 
after Van Buren’s inauguration, furthermore, the recently 
widowed Mrs. James Madison returned to live in Washington 
in the house built by her brother-in-law on Madison Place front- 
ing on Lafayette Square. Thenceforward, till her death in 
1849, her house was a focus of the city’s social life; New 
Year’s callers customarily went directly from the White House 
to pay their respects to her.* 

Perhaps the marriage of the Czarist minister, the wealthy 
and worldly-wise Baron Bodisco, to the sixteen-year-old daugh- 
ter of a minor government clerk completed the obliteration of 
any line between officialdom and “City company.” Both ele- 
ments of society witnessed the wedding of “April and October,” 
carefully arranged by the fifty-six-year-old baron. The groom 
ordered from Paris the gowns for the bridesmaids, schoolgirl 
friends of the bride at Miss Lydia English’s school in George- 
town, and the baron himself instructed them in how to walk 
and conduct themselves in fashion to match the dignity of the 
elderly diplomats and federal officers who attended the groom. 
Neither Senator Benton’s fourteen-year-old daughter Jessie, one 
of the bridesmaids, nor older and more sedate Washingtonians 

39 James Graham to William Graham, 23 Feb 1834, 21 Jan 1838, Graham 
Mss (SHC); John to Wyndham Robertson, 16 Feb 1837, Robertson Mss; 
de Bacourt, Souvenirs of a Diplomat, p. 87; Adams, Memoirs, 1x, 418, 462; 
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ever forgot that magnificent evening; and forty years later, 
long after the baron’s death, they still marvelled at the endur- 
ing success of so unsuitable-seeming a marriage.*° 

By 1840 Washington bore the air of a city without driving 
ambition. Native sons might build careers in the Army or Navy 
and a few young men made their mark in other fields. William 
Wilson Corcoran, for example, son of a mayor of Georgetown, 
after failing in the dry goods business in the 1820's, had 
opened a successful commission house and, in partnership with 
George Riggs, in the 1840’s would make a fortune marketing 
the bonds to finance the Mexican War. But as Washington’s 
main business was national politics, the rank and file of dis- 
enfranchised citizens could not count on cutting a swathe. Rec- 
ognizing their inability to hasten change or direct its course 
by struggle, they seemed willing to settle for what they had, 
accepting as a community a minor role in national life. 

Except for hopelessly impoverished families, the Washing- 
ton world was pleasant enough as it was. People of very modest 
means could enjoy it. Popular diversions were simple. The 
annual Jockey Club races petered out at the end of the thirties, 
but the fishing and the hunting of river fowl were still un- 
excelled. Musicians gave occasional concerts at Carusi’s As- 
sembly Rooms, while the olios yielded to full length plays at 
the theatre when companies on tour began to play during the 
winter months. Mrs. Trollope termed the building of 1830 
“very small and most astonishingly dirty and void of decora- 
tion,” but in 1834 Tyrone Power observed “it was filled nightly 
with a very delightful audience and nothing could be more 
pleasant than to witness the perfect abandon with which the 
gravest of the senate laughed over the diplomacy of the ‘Irish 
Ambassador.” Actors as famous as Charles and Fanny Kem- 
ble, Edwin Booth and Joseph Jefferson were not above play- 
ing in the “miserable-looking place.” And when the National 
Theatre opened in 1835 on the site it still occupies, the audience 
watching Joseph Jefferson in The Man of the World could sit 


40 Jessie Benton Fremont, Souvenir of My Time, pp. 14-25. 
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in boxes “embellished with sketches in imitation bas relief and 
surrounded by correspondent ornaments, representing brilliant 
events . . . in maritime history and discovery.”** 

Washingtonians with social standing enjoyed also the sea- 
son’s round of balls and formal dinners. Paying calls, drinking 
tea, and joining the “squeeze” of evening receptions were part 
of the winter’s daily routine. “Mustaches, whiskers, epaulettes, 
stars and ribbons,” wrote a senator, “are badges of a Washing- 
ton party. . . . The ladies sport a chain or braid around the 
head, with a jewel on the forehead. And all waltz like children’s 
tops.” But, he added, “it is a congregation in a great measure 
of strangers who never met before, and don’t care (most of 
them) if they never meet again.” Washingtonians preferred 
the late spring and summer after Congress had adjourned and 
the autumn “half season” before it reconvened; in those months 
they reclaimed the capital for their own. Tourists were few. 
Government offices closed at three o’clock and, as the customary 
dinner hour was four, the end of pleasant afternoons brought 
leisurely house-holders out to promenade along the “Avenue,” 
exchange greetings with friends and acquaintances and then 
adjourn for tea at each others’ houses. Twice a week young 
and old gathered on the west terrace of the Capitol to hear the 
Marine Band concerts. At such times, released from “the whirl 
of congressional excitement and strife,” Washington appeared 
at her best.“ 


41Frances Trollope, Domestic Manners of the Americans, ed. Donald 
Smalley, p. 233; Power, Impressions, 1, 210; N.I., 23 Nov 1832, 19 Jan 
1833, 12 Mar 1834, 20 Apr, 7 Dec 1835, 28 Jan 1836. 
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QUIESCENT INTERLUDE, 1840-1848 


Ne IN MOST of the United States the 1840's were ex- 
Min citing years, as the country, having recovered from 
Wow the panic of 1837, burst into a new era of expan- 
sion. While wagon trains moved westward into unoccupied 
trans-Mississippi lands and inventive and enterprising men 
launched new exploring and manufacturing ventures, Ameri- 
cans’ intellectual horizons widened. War with Mexico fore- 
shadowed sectional troubles to come, but settlement of the 
Oregon dispute with Great Britain, the annexation of Texas, 
and in 1848 the acquisition of the vast territory stretching to 
the Pacific gave vital meaning to the phrase “our Manifest 
Destiny to overspread the continent.” Despite mounting anxie- 
ties over the slavery issue, from the end of the hard cider 
campaign of 1840 to the election of General Zachary Taylor 
eight years later, energy and optimism marched together across 
the continent: nothing seemed impossible for Americans to 
accomplish. In the capital, political maneuverings and partisan 
controversy swirled about the city’s permanent residents with- 
out unduly disturbing them and, on the whole, without draw- 
ing them into the main current of national life. Most of them, 
so far from seeking new worlds to conquer, set themselves to 
consolidating the gains of the past. 

Washington society was gay during this period of national 
euphoria. Although a good many citizens were staunch Demo- 
crats, the most elaborate parade the capital had ever staged 
celebrated the inauguration of “Tippecanoe and Tyler too.” 
General Harrison rode to the Capitol on a white charger and 
sprinkled his inaugural address liberally with allusions to 
Roman proconsuls. A month later he was dead. John Tyler, 
quietly sworn in as President, was a far less popular figure, 
but the city was prosperous and the social atmosphere pleasantly 
relaxed during most of his administration. A brief flutter of 
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excitement stirred when Senator Benton’s seventeen-year-old 
daughter Jessie eloped with the dashing but little known young 
Lt. John C. Fremont upon his return from an exploring expedi- 
tion in the West, but gossip could not live long on a successful 
marriage. Hostesses customarily invited three times as many 
guests as their houses could accommodate comfortably; while 
everyone complained about the “crush,” everyone accepted the 
next invitation with alacrity. If fewer exceptionally cultivated 
Washingtonians graced these occasions than in earlier decades, 
in the eyes of the younger generation visiting notables filled 
any gap—royalty in the person of the Prince de Joinville, heir 
of the “Citizen” King of France, the lively, if hypercritical, 
Charles Dickens, and the stately Lord Ashburton, who spent 
months in the house next to St. John’s Church on H Street in 
negotiating a northeast boundary treaty with Secretary of State 
Daniel Webster. Furthermore, President Tyler’s personal af- 
fairs during his last year in the White House afforded the local 
public endless amusement, although the return of a more sedate, 
less colorful, social regime after James Polk became President 
was evidently easy enough for Washington to adjust to. 

In 1844 tragedy was the prelude to comedy. In February 
when the Navy’s first steam-powered cruiser, the Princeton, 
with President Tyler and other dignitaries aboard, made a trial 
run down the Potomac, the firing of a salute burst one of her 
big guns, killing several men in the party. Among them was 
the father of twenty-year-old Julia Gardiner whom the widowed 
President had been courting. “Miss Gardiner,” Senator Jarnagin 
informed his wife in April, “who you recollect was said was 
going to marry him has kicked the old man.” Had her father 
lived, “it is believed by many . . . he would have made his 
daughter marry old Tyler to get the Collectorship at New York 
for himself.” In July the prophets were confounded: the fifty- 
six-year-old President brought his bride to the White House. 
There, seated in a large arm chair alone on a dais in the Blue 
Room, young Mrs. Tyler received. Outdoing the formality 
President Monroe had instituted and aping the ceremonial of 
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Windsor Castle, she had each guest announced first to her and 
then to that lesser personage, her husband. When she took the 
air, two spanking pairs of horses drew her carriage. Neverthe- 
less, while the first lady caused a buzz of talk, Julia Tyler’s 
little-girl delight in her brief reign of glory stripped her man- 
ners of offense.* 

At James Polk’s inauguration a downpour of cold rain some- 
what dampened the morning’s enthusiasm, but that night two 
rival inaugural balls took place, both with unexpected results. 
The National Theatre was the scene of the larger party; be- 
cause the stage manager had to prepare for the opening of a 
play the next day, at midnight he had guests’ wraps moved to 
the building next door, whence came “a chaos of cloaks and 
hats” which took a fortnight to untangle; the theatre burned 
to the ground on March 5. At the smaller ball, to which tickets 
cost $10, the managers at Carusi’s Assembly Rooms discovered 
they had a $1,000 profit; they divided it between the city’s two 
orphanages. The preoccupation of the new President, an avowed 
expansionist, with foreign relations and other public affairs and 
Mrs. Polk’s puritanical disapproval of anything smacking of 
frivolity gave official entertaining a more sober air than when 
Julia Tyler had held sway. Time, moreover, in recasting the 
dramatis personae, altered the character of the drama played 
out in the drawing rooms of the capital. By the end of Polk’s 
administration the nearly fifty years that had elapsed since 
Abigail Adams hung the family wash in the East Room had 
thinned the ranks of the charming group of first Washington- 
ians. Thomas Law, Margaret Bayard and Samuel Harrison 
Smith, John and Marcia Burnes Van Ness were dead. John 
Quincy Adams, who, if not technically a Washingtonian, had 
spent most of the last forty years of his life here and placed 
the imprint of his learning upon the city, died in 1847. Daniel 
Carroll died two years later. Mrs. Madison made her last public 

1 Stefan Lorant, The Presidency, p. 162; N.I., 29 Feb, 27-29 May, 3 Jul 
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appearance at a White House reception in February 1849; she 
died in July. With the exception of William Winston Seaton 
and his wife, most survivors among the distinguished early 
comers to the city were no longer active in social and civic 
affairs. 

The increasing volume of public business and consequent 
lengthening of congressional sessions also affected the social 
structure of the city during the 1840’s, for a growing number 
of congressmen, weary of the loneliness imposed by prolonged 
separation from their families, abandoned the congressional 
mess, rented suites of rooms, and brought wives and children 
to Washington. By 1845, some 19 of the 52 senators and 72 
of the 221 representatives had at least part of their families 
established in the city during the winter months.’ The larger 
seasonal influx tended to sharpen the contrast between the 
capital congressmen and outsiders knew and the city Wash- 
ingtonians loved, but any secret regrets the community may 
have felt about this dual personality were purely sentimental. 
“Our city,” wrote a young man in June 1848 to his bride-to-be, 
“has finally put on its white drillings and taken off winter 
pantaloons: ‘Panama hats’ are common and beaver scarce and 
quaint. Strangers are leaving. . . . Old residents are again 
renewing acquaintance with old friends and organizing into 
the summer social cliques. Ladies are gadding about in cob-web 
dresses ‘shopping’—i.e. bleeding their unfortunate husbands, 
papas and brothers. . . . ‘Sherry cobblers’ and mint juleps are 
in extensive demand, although very successful efforts have been 
made to put them down.” Yet after all, residents well knew, 
Washington’s primary reason for being was to serve as capital, 
and the more Americans to interest themselves in her the better. 

‘Shopkeepers profited by the new arrangement. Stores multi- 
plied, and scores of new houses went up, over 320 in 1844 
alone. Trade, however, remained almost exclusively local. Farms 

2 Globe, 5 Mar 1845; N.I., 20 Mar 1845; Jarnagin to his wife, 9 Mar, 4 
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in the neighborhood supplied the four public markets with fruit, 
vegetables, dairy products, pork, and some beef; French wines, 
Parisian millinery, and fine English woollens imported via New 
York, cheap New England cottons, Kentucky bourbon, and 
Maryland rye brought in by rail or coastal vessels varied the 
stocks available to customers. But lack of outgoing shipments 
created imbalance.* In 1841 Charles Lyell, the famous English 
geologist, observed that “the estuary of the Potomac is so long 
and winding that to ascend from its mouth to Washington is 
said often to take as long as to cross from Liverpool to the 
mouth of the river.” That circumstance, he suggested, would 
always limit the commerce of the Potomac cities. For George- 
town, moreover, the problem of the silting up of the channel 
above the Long Bridge became yearly more acute. Army Engi- 
neers pointed out that deforestation of the upper valley caused 
a steady downwash of soil that built up mud banks at the bend 
of the river below Georgetown; the only solution was constant 
expensive dredging. Washington merchants, on the other hand, 
knowing that the Eastern Branch was deep enough for ocean- 
going vessels, optimistically looked to the day when the steam- 
ship would replace the sailing ship. If memory of the illusions 
they had cherished about the C & O Canal in the late 1820’s 
made them wary of taking further big risks, as the canal ap- 
proached Cumberland, Maryland, in 1848, some of them began 
to envisage Washington as the principal outlet for Maryland 
coal.” Unhappily for that dream, Baltimore, with her easier 
accessibility for ships and the B & O Railroad, which had 
reached Cumberland in 1842 and could carry freight in winter 
as well as summer, was already firmly entrenched as the chief 
entrepot for the regional coal trade. Neither steam freighters 
nor sailing vessels could make the District cities busy com- 
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mercial ports as long as a thinly settled, relatively infertile 
hinterland’ produced scanty surpluses and local manufacturing 
lagged. 

In Georgetown industrial development made some headway 
in the mid-forties when several firms, having reached an agree- 
ment with the C & O directors, built flour mills along the canal 
and drew upon its surplus water for power. A more ambitious 
venture, started in 1846, was the 2,560-spindle, 84-loom fac- 
tory of the Pioneer Cotton Company.* But Washington had 
nothing comparable to flour and cotton cloth to sell in markets 
outside the District; the output of her printing establishments 
and the production of political news was unlikely to give her 
a place among American manufacturing centers. To advertise 
her potentialities, in the spring of 1846 Washington business- 
men organized a national fair. They persuaded promoters in 
other parts of the country who were anxious to set a pro-tariff 
argument before Congress to join in the undertaking. The 
American-made wares spread out in a large cloth-covered pavil- 
ion erected on Judiciary Square came from many states of the 
Union and reportedly attracted “thousands” of visitors. The 
grand finale was an Odd Fellows’ parade, in which gay flower- 
decked floats filled with orphans dressed in white “imparted a 
loveliness and moral grandeur to the scene which no pen can 
adequately portray.”” The moral grandeur produced no material 
results: hopes that the exhibition would attract outside invest- 
ment capital and launch industry in the city proved abortive. 
But the declaration of war with Mexico widened other oppor- 
tunities. 

While the Secretary of War placed only small contracts with 
local shippers for Army supplies, the banking house of Corco- 
ran and Riggs, founded in 1843, negotiated the government 
loan to finance the war. Rumor later placed the partners’ profits 
from that transaction at $1,000,000. Whatever the exact figure, 
it put the firm into a specially favorable position to purchase 
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large tracts of the western lands which the General Land 
Office was opening for sale, or, as an equally lucrative alterna- 
tive, to lend money to other buyers and handle the details of 
purchase for them. Before the peace treaty was signed in 1848, 
a dozen agents in Washington and Georgetown were advertis- 
ing their ability to deal effectively with the Land Office; some 
of them boasted of making “40 to 60 percent” for their clients. 
Land scrip indeed became a form of currency, an ante-bellum 
equivalent of travellers’ checks: congressmen journeying home 
to the West not infrequently set out supplied with land warrants 
purchased in Washington which tavern-keepers and stage-coach 
drivers gladly accepted in lieu of state bank notes. The status 
of District banks meanwhile had ceased to be a problem, for, 
after a series of congressional acts alternately authorizing and 
then withdrawing charter privileges, local bankers turned their 
corporations into partnerships and from 1846 to 1863 operated 
under the common law.* Washington’s economic development, 
while less spectacular than that of Baltimore or Cincinnati or 
St. Louis or various other American cities, was gratifying. A 
71-percent increase in population represented a bigger gain 
than in any decade since the first of the century. Businessmen 
accordingly saw no occasion to worry. 

Workingmen, on the other hand, especially those with too 
little property to qualify as voters in city elections, were far 
from satisfied with their place in the scheme of things. For 
men with little or no education, chances to move up the eco- 
nomic ladder appeared fewer in this predominantly white-collar 
community than in commercial and industrial cities, and “the 
common man,” if not entirely forgotten, had little voice in 
matters that concerned him closely. Here where thirteen news- 
papers were published, the printers had long been the aristo- 
crats of labor; Gales’ and Seaton’s establishment alone had 
provided the training and experience for a dozen men who in 

8 Wshg Directory, 1843, 1846; Alex. Gazette, 9 Apr 1846; N.I., 3 Mar 
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time made their mark—Simon Cameron, President Lincoln’s 
first Secretary of War, for one, for another, John Tower, in 
1854 mayor of Washington. Yet by 1840 even skilled type- 
setters who lacked capital or credit were finding themselves, 
along with mechanics and men employed in the building trades, 
merely part of “the lower orders.” In endeavor to obtain such 
remedy as political recognition might offer, six months before 
the city charter was due to expire in 1840 they listed their 
complaints in doggerel: 


Our charter, almost out of date 

Has only served to help the great... . 
We want a better one indeed— 

One that will give us what we need, 

A good police, and lamps by night, . . 

A District School, to teach our sons, 
Who wander now like Goths or Huns... . 
And more than all we want the right 

To vote for those who rule in might. 


Congress professed some interest in local white manhood suf- 
frage until nearly a third of the existing electorate, some 550 
men, opposed the plan. Congressional zeal thereupon cooled; 
inaction kept the old charter in force for another eight years.° 
In that interval, however, conscientious citizens became aroused 
over the city’s disorderliness and the shocking inadequacy of 
the school system. 

Lawlessness had been increasing for years. One source of 
trouble was the changed character of the volunteer fire com- 
panies. In the early 1830’s irresponsible boys had begun to 
take the place of mature men who no longer wanted to be sub- 
ject to call. After the destruction of the Treasury and the fire 
at the General Post Office, Congress had tried to induce public- 

9 Wshg Metropolis, 26 Oct 1839, and “Carrier’s Address to the Patrons of 
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spirited men to serve; the first bait was exemption from militia 
duty, the second the privilege of buying insurance at reduced 
rates. Neither scheme had worked. In the forties rowdies-made 
up the fire companies, turning the six engine houses into head- 
quarters for six competing quarrelsome gangs. New York City 
faced the same situation. Not infrequently on a Sunday evening 
one company or another sounded the fire alarm in the vicinity 
of a church for the sheer sport of watching the frightened con- 
gregation pour into the streets. Law-abiding citizens repeatedly 
accused the firemen of deliberately starting fires in order to 
enjoy the commotion of putting them out. “English Hill,” east 
of City Hall, “Swampoodle” to the north, the “Northern Liber- 
ties” near the new market on G Street, the Navy Yard section, 
“Frogtown” south of the Capitol, and the “Island,” cut off 
from the rest of the city by the Washington Canal, each had 
its gang, each more interested in fighting its rivals than in 
fighting fires.*° 

The skeleton police force was powerless to stop the fire- 
house gangs. Ward constables served only part-time and were 
rarely on duty at night. An unpleasant episode in the summer 
of 1841 emphasized the need of a night patrol: a drunken crowd, 
angered at President Tyler’s veto of a bank bill, gathered one 
night at the portico of the White House to hiss and jeer at 
the chief executive. Robberies and incendiary fires became so 
frequent that Congress, fearful for the safety of government 
buildings, in 1842 established an “auxiliary guard” which for 
the first time provided some nighttime policing. The guards 
were federal officers, paid out of federal funds and charged 
with safeguarding federal property, but, lest they turn into a 
presidential “praetorian guard,” the law specified that the 
mayor of Washington select the captain, and the captain his 
subordinates. The auxiliary guard and stricter enforcement of 
liquor licenses and Sunday closing ordinances reduced violence 
thereafter. Five years later Mayor Seaton wrote, “I believe 
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there is no place of equal population in which there is so little 
of riot, bréach of the peace or serious crime as in this city; 
but I apprehend there is scarcely one which is more disturbed 
by idle, rowdy and disorderly boys.” 

To the niggardly indifference of the bulk of taxpayers must 
be attributed the protracted penny-pinching neglect of public 
education. The income from the $40,000 which the school 
trustees had raised by lottery in the 1820’s, and which the 
mayor had then invested in 6 percent municipal bonds, pro- 
vided an $800 salary for a teacher and $100 for all other ex- 
penses at each of the two pauper schools. Before 1840 mayors 
and councils yearly had added the unexpended surplus to 
principal, against the moment when they had accumulated 
enough money to open a third school. At intervals, particularly 
when Congress voted gifts to the colleges and orphanages, city 
officials had asked for federal aid for common schools, but when 
those pleas failed, plans for other action had evaporated, leaving 
four-fifths of the white children in the city without schooling. 
Since influential people objected to “the immoral tendency of 
mingling a great number of the two sexes together,” girls were 
excluded entirely from the eastern school and rarely accepted 
in the western. Yet in 1840, when ladies of the Presbyterian 
churches prevailed upon the city fathers to let them use the 
unspent surplus of the school fund to found “female charity 
schools,” protests arose over sanctioning sectarian education.” 

But a good many people were distressed at the prospect of 
a predominantly illiterate community. William Winston Seaton 
led the fight for a full-scale public school system. Shortly after 
he began his second term as mayor, he urged the city to follow 
the New England example and, by means of a special tax, 
make free schooling available to every white child in Washing- 
ton. His proposal won supporters among all classes of people; 

11 Pin, H27A-G5.2, 25 Aug 1841; N.I., 20 Aug 1841, 3 Sep 1842; Wshg 
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it also met unyielding opposition. Rather than abandon the 
plan altogether, he modified it: let the municipality build at 
least one new school from public funds, open all the city 
schools to all white children, rich and poor alike, and charge 
fifty cents a month tuition for any child whose parents could 
pay. In December 1844. the city council, perhaps influenced by 
Baltimore’s recent moves to inaugurate a tax-supported school 
system, accepted the mayor’s plan. Money squeezed out of the 
regular municipal budget and the lottery fund built one new 
schoolhouse near the City Hall on Judiciary Square and an- 
other on the “Island”; these, together with the two long used 
for the pauper schools, provided a building in each of four 
school districts. A single school board composed of three men 
appointed from each district mapped out the curriculum, en- 
gaged teachers, ordered supplies, and strongly recommended 
no more than fifty or sixty pupils to a teacher.** For the next 
four years part of the taxpaying community fought off the 
introduction of wholly tax-supported schools, but by 1848 the 
trustees’ report revealed the weaknesses of the makeshift ar- 
rangement: daily attendance had dropped to about 420 pupils. 
The colored schools voluntarily maintained by the poorest ele- 
ment of the population had a relatively better record. Fortu- 
nately the new city charter that went into effect that May 
promised to supply an answer. A dollar poll tax earmarked for 
school support enabled the trustees to dispense with tuition. 
Within a year enrollment both in the male and female classes 
tripled.** 

The new municipal charter and its workings interested most 
of the city far more than the effect of the poll tax upon the 
schools. Four years of ward meetings and city-wide “conven- 
tions” had gone into drafting the terms. Congress enacted them 
without change. A special referendum of white men had shown 
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an overwhelming majority in favor of removing the $100 prop- 
erty qualification for voting but keeping the year’s residence 
requirement. Thus white manhood suffrage became law in 
Washington nearly a generation after the states one by one 
had adopted it and almost forty years after poorhouse inmates 
had first tried to cast their ballots in a local election. Every 
provision of the charter had been the subject of city-wide dis- 
cussion and had won popular, if not unanimous, endorsement— 
the seventy-five-cent tax ceiling, the prohibition on municipal 
borrowing without the express approval of two-thirds of the 
electorate, and the grant of authority to the corporation to tax 
stocks and bonds in order to lighten the burden on real estate. 
In June some 2,800 men, more than twice as many as ever 
before, voted peaceably in the city election. Unhappily it would 
be the last for sixteen years not to be marred by disorderliness. 
With Seaton returned to the mayor’s office for the fifth time 
and moderates elected to the board of aldermen and common 
council, in 1848 radicalism manifestly was not going to rule 
in the City Hall.*° 

Seaton’s long service as mayor was a blessing to the city. 
The continuity of policy was in itself useful. He had known the 
community since 1812, and his insights enabled him to diagnose 
civic needs accurately. His tact frequently won adherents to his 
plans among council members who initially balked at any 
innovation. Yearly he submitted to the board of aldermen and 
common council a “communication” summarizing the achieve- 
ments of the year past and succinctly spelling out weaknesses 
which municipal action could correct. While he failed to con- 
vince his associates of the wisdom of discarding the ward sys- 
tem of financing, his persuasiveness ultimately triumphed on 
the school question, and he obtained the new Asylum as well 
as a “pest house” for cases of contagious disease built on the 
city’s south-eastern rim near the Eastern Branch. He com- 
manded wide respect on the Hill. No mayor before or after him 
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carried so much weight with Congress. His part-ownership of 
the National Intelligencer gave him political influence irrespec- 
tive of whether Whigs or Democrats were in. power, and his 
technique of thanking Congress for its “kind consideration” of 
the city was ingratiating. His position in Washington society 
was unassailable. His impressive good looks and his affable 
manners doubtless charmed congressional wives. During his 
years in the mayor’s office, city and Congress arrived at a 
more satisfactory mutual relationship than they had achieved 
since 1816. 

After 1840 the corporation undertook street improvements 
without carping at the lack of federal aid, and congressmen 
apparently accepted muddy unpaved avenues bordered here and 
there by rubbish-strewn vacant lots as one of the unavoidable 
discomforts of convening in Washington. Congress supplied a 
modicum of street illumination first by placing lamps along 
Pennsylvania Avenue and in 1847 by authorizing the inventor 
of a “solar gas” process to install a sixteen-foot lantern on a 
seventy-five-foot pole on top of the Capitol dome and later to 
put gas lamps into several government offices. Nobody on the 
Hill expected the city to contract with the newly organized 
Washington Gas Light Company for gas street lights. Seem- 
ingly everyone but an occasional foreigner took for granted the 
cows and geese and swine that roamed loose in the streets. 
When the French minister, the Chevalier de Bacourt, inquired 
why people put up with the nuisance, a senator assured him 
that most American cities looked upon pigs as the ideal refuse 
scavengers: “nothing was more convenient or conducive to 
health.”** 

More helpful to the community than that easy-going toler- 
ance were the measures Congress undertook that reduced the 
burden upon the city of providing medical care for nonresident 
paupers, one of Washington’s forty-year-old grievances. In 1841 
an act instructed the Treasury to pay the costs of sending the 
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indigent insane to an asylum in Baltimore; formerly the munici- 
pality had had to house them at city expense in the county jail 
or at the workhouse at the Washington Asylum. The govern- 
ment still left to local taxpayers responsibility for transient 
paupers not adjudged insane, and, as in the past, over half the 
inmates of the almshouse and workhouse for many years con- 
tinued to be people who had drifted into the capital from the 
states. But in 1843, upon completion of a new jail, a federal 
appropriation made possible the remodelling of the old building 
on Judiciary Square for use as the Washington Infirmary. 
Although the next year Congress failed to vote further sums, 
a law permitted the medical faculty of Columbian College to 
take charge and convert the institution into a teaching center 
under the name National Medical College. There, while medi- 
cal students got professional experience, for modest fees poverty- 
stricken local people could receive care, and after 1845 federal 
appropriations paid for nonresident paupers admitted to the 
infirmary.** 

The community still had troubles in helping the local poor. 
Destitution in the midst of plenty was a commonplace in all 
American cities. When the Howard Society disbanded in 1842, 
the Female Union Benevolent Society became the major philan- 
thropic organization other than the orphanages. Less than 
$1,400 raised annually mostly by fairs and charity balls re- 
stricted largesse, but in 1844, for example, when curtailed 
operations threw men out of work at the Navy Yard, the 
society somehow managed to provide relief for three hundred 
families. James Laurie, the Presbyterian minister who pre- 
sented the board of managers’ report that year, declared alms- 
giving “but a part of our charity”; its higher aims were “to 
promote religious improvement . . . and to effect as far as 
possible a moral regeneration in the character and condition 
of the indigent classes of our population. But experience teaches, 
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that unless immediate relief is given to suffering, the words of 
counsel and consolation fall coldly on the ear; they will not 
suffice to clothe the naked nor satisfy the cravings of hunger; 
we can only hope to render the mind susceptible of advice. . . 
by relieving the body from its pressing wants.” Pauperism, 
“that giant evil,” Laurie concluded, could only be checked “by 
diminishing the causes that lead to it. Want of employment 
properly remunerated is a chief cause.” In the 1840’s those 
pronouncements betokened an unusual breadth of vision, a 
vision that unhappily would be largely lost in the next fifty 
years. While men on the Hill, presumably those especially 
whose wives were now part-time Washington residents, un- 
doubtedly often contributed individually to the society’s work, 
the general assumption was that local charity was a local affair. 
Mutual acceptance of that simple rule, always acknowledged 
in theory, probably went far toward preserving cordiality be- 
tween city and Congress."* 

As half the decade came and went without a congressional 
decision about the Smithsonian fund, many Americans grew 
restive; in fact, the losses incurred by the investment of the 
original $500,000 of gold in‘state bonds had become a minor 
national scandal. Progress on other government projects, how- 
ever, somewhat mollified Washingtonians with strong scientific 
interests. Powerful members of Congress persisted in objecting 
to federal sponsorship of any program that the states could 
undertake, but House and Senate were willing to appropriate 
$5,000 for the preservation of the specimens sent back in 1841 
by the naturalists accompanying the Wilkes expedition. To 
the gratification of the more than two hundred Washington 
members of the National Institution for the Promotion of Sci- 
ence, Congress entrusted the collections to them and incorpo- 
rated the National Institute the next year. Here appeared to be 
the long-awaited opportunity to put the capital into the front 
ranks of scientific research under the aegis of a learned society 
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assisted by federal money. The Patent Office provided space, 
and a clergyman whom the Institute chose as curator set to 
work unpacking the boxes. Unfortunately the energy of the 
Reverend Henry King outran his knowledge; he dried pickled | 
Specimens, ran them through with pins and removed the labels; 
proper cataloguing thus became impossible and the scientific 
value of most of the collections was destroyed. Upon the return 
of the Wilkes expedition itself in 1842 with more “objects of 
natural history,” Congress voted $20,000 for their care and 
appointed a member of the expedition as curator. The next year 
Commissioner of Patents Ellsworth succeeded in getting the 
collections assigned to his official control. With some of the 
botanical specimens he was able to start in the Patent Office 
greenhouse and garden a semblance of a first government agri- 
cultural experiment station. A delighted sightseer in 1845 
remarked upon the array of “curious Exotics mostly brought in 
by Lieutenant Wilkes . . . embracing a very great variety of 
flowers now in full blow and shrubs, also the coffee tree.” 
Members of the National Institute continued for a time to send 
to the Patent Office mineral collections and zoological speci- 
mens, but Ellsworth considered the accumulation a nuisance, 
and most of it, the irreplaceable along with the junk, gradually 
disappeared. The society made its last effective gesture in 1844. 
by bringing together in Washington the first congress of Ameri- 
can men of science. Thereafter, while government projects 
strengthened, the Institute faded into insignificance.*® 

Of far greater ultimate scientific value was the enlarged 
program initiated by Lt. James Gilliss. His presentation in- 
duced Congress to authorize a building in which the Depot of 
Charts and Instruments could conduct studies in hydrography, 
meteorology, and astronomy, which the Navy’s practical needs 
required. In 1843 as the new building began to rise on the 
hilltop between the White House and the Potomac, the archi- 
tecture must have startled some members of Congress, but 
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John Quincy Adams was delighted that “an astronomical 
observatory .. . had been smuggled into the institutions of the 
country.” The telescope in the twenty-two-foot revolving. dome 
provided a very small “light-house of the sky,” and Lt. Matthew 
Maury, Gilliss’ successor, chose to stress hydrography and 
meteorology rather than astronomy, but the opening of the 
National Observatory in 1844 represented a milestone in Wash- 
ington’s history. As Georgetown College about the same time 
built a small observatory on its campus, astronomy bade fair 
to become an important field of research in the District.” 
The Coast Survey also acquired fresh vitality after Rudolph 
Hassler’s death in 1843, for the old Swiss with his irascible 
temper and his heavy foreign accent, unintelligible when he 
became excited, had never fully convinced Congress that his 
exacting methods were necessary. The new head, Alexander 
Dallas Bache, educated at West Point and in Europe, shared 
Hassler’s dedication to high standards, but Bache possessed in 
addition to his scientific background the advantages of influen- 
tial political connections, great suavity of manner, and, despite 
his short stature, a commanding presence. A descendant of 
Benjamin Franklin, a nephew of Polk’s Vice-President, and a 
brother-in-law of Senator Robert Walker of Mississippi, Bache 
came to government service from a professorship in natural 
philosophy at the University of Pennsylvania. By drawing 
upon the talents of a new generation of professionally trained 
men, he was able to step up the pace of the survey without 
sacrificing the quality of the work. Whereas Hassler had al- 
ways been harassed by fears lest funds be cut off, Bache per- 
suaded the holders of the purse-strings that this must be a 
task of years. Thus the office of the Coast Survey became a 
semi-permanent scientific headquarters manned by qualified 
Army and Navy officers as well as by gifted civilians eager to 
work under Bache. And as the Oregon country and then the 


former Spanish territories of the Southwest called for mapping, 
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the Topographical Engineers in turn brought to Washington 
a succession of able young officers, many of them carefully 
schooled at West Point, occasionally a man like John Charles 
Fremont, who learned his skills in the field during an exploring 
expedition in the trans-Mississippi West.” 

Probably much of the local public regarded these develop- 
ments as less significant than the demonstration in 1844 of 
Samuel Finley Breese Morse’s “magnetic telegraph.” The offi- 
cials and guests assembled in the Supreme Court chamber at 
the Capitol heard with their own ears the mysterious clickings 
of the instrument that transmitted over wires strung from 
Baltimore a message “What hath God wrought.” Yet the in- 
vention was not destined to have any major effect upon the city. 
Newspaper correspondents for the next twenty-five years would 
send off their dispatches by mail, not by wire. As private in- 
terests took over the exploitation of the new scientific wonder, 
its importance to the community came to lie chiefly in heighten- 
ing popular belief that Americans could do anything.” 

In August 1846 when Congress at last acted to fulfill James 
Smithson’s will, the enthusiasm that swept over Washington 
dwarfed interest in every other public event. After eight years 
of altercation and delay, a bill passed appointing regents and 
authorizing construction of a building for the Smithsonian 
Institution. Jubilantly Mayor Seaton declared that “since the 
legislation of the year 1814 and the rebuilding of the Capitol 
nothing has occurred calculated to exert such an influence on 
the fortunes of the city, even unto the most distant future, as 
the founding of this great and annually growing institution.” 
It affected everybody—day laborers, skilled artisans, merchants 
handling building supplies, people hoping for improvements in 
the city’s appearance, and, above all, men eager to have the 
capital attain eminence in the American intellectual world. The 
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regents’ choice of a secretary guaranteed the new institution 
distinction. Prompted by Alexander Bache, they selected Joseph 
Henry, in 1846 professor of natural philosophy at the College 
of New Jersey, forerunner of Princeton University. Henry had 
done the basic work in electric magnetic fields that had made 
the telegraph possible. A man dedicated to fundamental re- 
search, he would throw his weight into the scales to see that 
some part of the Smithsonian funds went into the “increase” 
of knowledge rather than entirely into the “diffusion of knowl- 
edge among men.”** 

While the regents argued the question of what the Institu- 
tion’s primary function should be, lesser controversy arose over 
the site and architecture for the building. The location agreed 
upon early in 1847 lay on the south side of the Mall midway 
between the Hill and the Potomac; there space was ample, and 
proximity to the Washington Canal would permit delivery of 
building materials by barge. The regents, undeterred by the 
classical style and white stone of other public buildings, selected 
James Renfrew’s design, a Norman castle of red sandstone. On 
May 1 the ceremony of laying the cornerstone took place in the 
presence of 6,000 people. Because John Quincy Adams, fearful 
lest the Smithsonian fund be frittered away, had succeeded in 
inserting into the act a stipulation that only the income of the 
bequest be spent, the building would take eight years to finish. 
But for the city it was the start that mattered. The dismay of 
some people over the Mall location rapidly yielded to pleasure 
in the “romantic” appearance of the red turrets slowly rising 
against the skyline. And as a newspaper correspondent observed 
in 1848, “If there be one question set at rest in this community, 
it is that public opinion has decided that the national metropolis 
shall be distinguished for the cultivation of the mind.” 

Another civic and patriotic ambition seemed close to realiza- 
tion in 1848 when obstacles to the erection of a monument to 
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George Washington suddenly vanished. Since the turn of the 
century Congress had talked of a memorial to the first Presi- 
dent, but in 1833 George Watterston, a free lance writer and 
a city alderman after losing his post as Librarian of Congress, 
had concluded that only a direct public appeal would get results. 
He was the moving spirit that brought the Washington Monu- 
ment Society into being. Under the presidency first of Chief 
Justice Marshall, then of James Madison, and thereafter of each 
President of the United States, the society at first had solicited 
one-dollar subscriptions from Americans everywhere. After 
1836 when the trustees accepted Robert Mills’ design for a 
seven-hundred-foot obelisk encircled by a colonnaded pantheon 
at its base, every contributor had received a print of the monu- 
ment that his money would help build. Yet funds had come in 
slowly. Equally discouraging, Congress had shown a certain 
suspiciousness of the project along with an unwillingness to 
donate a site. Perhaps some members believed Congress had 
already paid ample tribute in commissioning Horatio Greenough 
in the 1830’s to execute an imposing statue of the Father of his 
Country. But when Horatio Greenough’s sculpture, lovingly 
completed at the cost of nine years of work, was emplaced on 
the east lawn of the Capitol in 1843, the twenty-ton marble had 
offended public taste. “The spectator,” wrote. one outraged 
citizen, “will always be shocked at the nudity of the figure,” a 
lifeless seated colossus partly draped in a Roman toga. Ap- 
parently disappointment over that travesty spurred the Monu- 
ment Society on to widen its fund-raising campaign. By the 
end of 1847 the trustees had some $87,000 on hand, and, since 
Congress still seemed loath to allow the use of a public reserva- 
tion, they decided to purchase land and begin building at once. 
Unexpectedly Congress capitulated: the society might have any 
available public site President Polk and the trustees deemed 
suitable. 

The Potomac end of the Mall below the President’s Square 
was the most dramatic location. L’Enfant’s plan had included 
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an equestrian statue at the intersection of the city’s east-west 
and north-south axes, but a hundred yards off center the eleva- 
tion above the tidal estuary of Tiber Creek was slightly greater, 
and there, to the consternation of symmetry-conscious twentieth- 
century city landscapists, the foundations were dug. On the 
Ath of July the Masonic lodge of Washington took charge of 
laying the cornerstone. Matthew Emery, a skilled mason and 
twenty-two years later the city’s last mayor, wielded the trowel. 
High-ranking state and federal officials, foreign ministers, 
Masons, Odd Fellows, members of local temperance and benevo- 
lent societies, Mrs. Madison, “bedaubed with Pearl powder and 
rouge,” as one young man unkindly observed, Mrs. Alexander 
Hamilton and hundreds of obscure citizens marched in the mile- 
and-a-half-long procession. The ceremonies, in the opinion of 
the press, “surpassed in magnificence and moral grandeur any- 
thing of the kind ever witnessed in this metropolis, since the 
formation of the Republic.””° 

More than passing meaning attached to the event. Not only 
did it call attention to George Washington’s fathering of the 
city, but the building of the monument promised to inspire a 
continuing program of beautifying the capital. For years past, 
one man noted ruefully, Washington had been “the butt for 
the small wits of our country,” all of whom felt qualified to 
pass disparaging judgments upon the community. Those were 
more irritating to residents than the belittling comments of 
Europeans; foreigners’ gibes were usually directed at all Ameri- 
cans. Mrs. Basil Hall in 1827 had dreaded “the purgatory of 
a winter in American society,” but she implied it would be no 
worse in Washington than elsewhere. In 1842 Charles Dickens 
wrote of the “City of Magnificent Intentions” laid out with 
“broad avenues that begin in nothing and lead nowhere” and 
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space wanting “only houses, roads and inhabitants.” Yet he 
obviously thought the scene characteristic of empty American 
bragging, and in dubbing the city, “the headquarters of tobacco- 
tinctured saliva,” he was clearly indicting the national rather 
than the local habit of chewing tobacco and spitting. Even the 
Chevalier de Bacourt’s scathing description of “the so-called 
city of Washington, which is neither city nor village, .. . [and] 
has a miserable, desolate look” was largely a reflection of his 
distaste for a people in whom he found “nothing to sympathize 
with, nothing to inspire confidence, nothing to admire.”*’ Wash- 
ingtonians believed the obelisk when completed would notably 
improve the looks of the capital; and, knowing themselves to be 
the chief instrumentalities, they could be forgiven if they hoped 
the monument would convince other Americans of the com- 
munity’s taste and enterprise. 

Meanwhile with astonishingly little discussion Congress took 
a step that would have serious consequences fifteen years later 
and would complicate the metropolitan problems of the mid- 
twentieth century. In 1846 an act reduced by nearly a third 
the size of the District of Columbia. The trans-Potomac seg- 
ment had never netted much consideration on the Hill. In 1840 
and 1841 Alexandrians had again begged for retrocession to 
Virginia, but not until they took the precaution of first obtain- 
ing the approval of the Virginia Assembly did their pleas get 
a hearing. “It is a fact which it is useless longer to attempt to 
conceal,” declared the memorialists, “that we have long been 
and are yet in a very depressed state; that our business, in a 
measure, is paralyzed; that our mechanics are not kept em- 
ployed; that many of them have been compelled to leave us; 
and that more must follow them unless we speedily obtain 
Retrocession and Relief.” Why the Commonwealth was willing 
to reclaim a section in such economic straits might be hard to 
understand had Alexandria not been an important center for 
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the slave trade; two pro-slavery members added to the Virginia 
Assembly would certainly strengthen the position of tidewater 
planters in their intensifying political struggle with piedmont 
and mountain county farmers. A Republican Congress in 1861 
would regret the act that relinquished federal control over the 
heights across the Potomac, but in May 1846 a single letter 
to the National Intelligencer called attention to what that action 
could mean. At the moment war with Mexico was a far more 
engrossing matter.” 

Congressman R. M. T. Hunter of Virginia presented Alexan- 
dria’s case effectively. Although his adroit advocacy failed to 
move sixty-five members of the House, nineteen of them south- 
erners, ninety-six ayes carried the measure. Washington’s city 
council took a stand against it: it might “prove the first step 
toward abrogating or destroying the compact by which the seat 
of government was permanently located in the District, and 
result in the removal of the capital to some other place.” Private 
citizens, on the contrary, expressed little concern, and George- 
town remained officially silent. When the Senate acted on July 
2, the bill passed quickly. It contained only one proviso, that 
a referendum of white men in Alexandria County, including the 
votes of those without property, must show a majority in favor 
of return to Virginia. Voting by voice at the court house in 
early September, 763 men declared for retrocession, 222 against. 
An angry protest from residents of the county contended that 
an unholy alliance between self-seeking men in Alexandria city 
and Richmond had railroaded the deal through, but the appeal 
for reconsideration proved futile. For the slave-owning South, 
Virginia’s reacquisition of a third of the ten-mile square was a 
victory.”° 
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Migration of free Negroes from the Old Dominion into 
Washington and Georgetown presumably accelerated in the 
next few years, if only because Virginia law forbade a freed 
slave’s remaining in the state more than six months. The num- 
ber of free colored people in Washington at the end of the 
decade had increased by almost 70 percent over the 1840 
figure, until the proportion of free to slave was nearly four to 
one. (See Table I.) The solidity of the established Negro 
community here naturally attracted ambitious freed men. Where 
else could they hope to find schools for their children and in- 
dependent colored churches, at one church a minister solemnly 
ordained by the regional Presbyterian synod? John F. Cook’s 
ordination sermon in 1843 had impressed white as well as 
colored people. For the exceptionally able Negro, moreover, 
there was the extremely remote but nonetheless challenging 
possibility of a salaried government job in the capital, albeit 
only at the bottom of the roster and with only the slimmest 
chance of promotion. Yet just as a Negro had been chief mes- 
senger in the Patent Office in 1835, so Solomon J. Brown, 
thanks to the recommendation of his white mentor, got a de- 
partmental appointment in 1844.°° 

White people were still reluctant to see the city’s free colored 
population expand, but economic and political expediency, if 
not moral conviction, militated to modify their point of view 
about slavery. When the House of Representatives discarded 
the gag rule in 1844 and Congress again accepted the thousands 
of petitions begging for the outlawing of the slave trade in the 
District, Washingtonians did not renew their complaints about 
outside interference. Nor did the city attempt to tighten the 
restrictions upon free Negroes. Northerners coming to live in 
the capital tended to develop ambivalent feelings. In 1846 a 
young woman born and bred in New York state wrote soon 
after her arrival: “No sane-minded man acquainted with the 
black population South could wish them liberated and allowed 
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to remain in the States. If the black population could be ex- 
pelled from the south the greatest advantage would accrue to 
the white population. Slave labor is the bane of all industry and 
enterprises, labour is looked upon as so degrading. I think that 
is the most despicable trait in the southern character . . . and 
that feeling is engendered by an inferior race of people perform- 
ing all manual labour.” Mary Bowen later changed her mind 
about emancipation as her husband became one of Washing- 
ton’s leading Free-Soilers, but even people who accepted the 
morality of slavery were beginning to doubt the utility of the 
peculiar institution in the capital; men spoke of the worthless- 
ness of slaves constantly exposed to the corrupting influence of 
the city’s free Negroes.** 

The shift in public opinion was by no means universal. In 
1848 shortly after Dr. Gamaliel Bailey of Boston began publi- 
cation in Washington of an anti-slavery newspaper, the National 
Era, an episode threatened to end the life of the paper before 
it was well started. On a Sunday morning in April a number 
of Washington and Georgetown householders, including Mrs. 
Madison, awakened to find no breakfast in preparation and the 
family slaves absconded. Immediate pursuit of the schooner 
Pearl which had sailed before dawn discovered the seventy- 
six slaves aboard bound for the North under the protection of 
Captain Daniel Drayton. Drayton and his mate were immedi- 
ately jailed, while an angry mob, sure that Dr. Bailey had 
abetted the abduction, gathered at his shop to demand that he 
leave the city. The courage of the captain of police and several 
private citizens prevented violence, the National Era continued 
publication, and eventually public wrath subsided. The owners 
of the runaways sold them to dealers who shipped them South, 
and Drayton and his mate after a prolonged and fiercely fought 
trial were finally sentenced to long prison terms as kidnappers. 
But slaveholders’ indignation over the Drayton affair did not 

81 Mary Barker Bowen to Harriet Barker Underhill, 14 Nov 1846, Bowen 


Mss (in possession of Prof. C. A. Barker of Johns Hopkins University); ptn, 
H30A-G5.1, 24 Mar 1848; N.I., 29 Dec 1848. 
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blind them to the economic disadvantages of slave-owning in 
the District’ of Columbia.*? In December 1848 a conservative 
Georgetown paper, remarking upon local eagerness to be rid 
of the slave trade, concluded: “Or, if the public would make pro- 
vision to purchase out the slaves now held in the District, com- 
pensating the owners of them therefore, we do not suppose that 
the slaveholders of the District would have any serious objec- 
tion thereto. . . . From the increasing insecurity, and unsatisfac- 
toriness of this kind of property, the pecuniary advantage of 
slave owners would probably be promoted by such a course.” 

With the signing of the treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo in 
February 1848 and the consequent addition of a large piece of 
the continent to the United States, informed Americans realized 
that outspoken conflict in national councils over the extension 
of slavery into the new territories could not long be postponed. 
At the same time every knowledgeable Washingtonian knew 
that the congressional debates would almost certainly involve 
the fate of slavery and the slave trade in the District of Colum- 
bia. “The slavery question,” wrote a businessman in July, “is 
here the all-absorbing topic of the day.”** The Whig victory in 
November and Zachary Taylor’s noncommittal stand on these 
matters failed to blot out uneasiness in the capital about the 
future of the Union. “The national metropolis,” however dedi- 
cated to “cultivation of the mind,” sensed that the era of calm 
was over. 


32 National Era, 4. Feb 1848, 4 Jan 1849; News, 22, 29 Apr, 1 Jul, 5, 12, 
19, 26 Aug, 30 Sep, 7 Oct 1848; ptns, S30A-H2, 13 Jun 1848, H30A-G5.1, 
22 Jan 1849; N.I., 29 Dec 1848; Cong Globe, 30C, 1S, pp. 649-50 and App., 
pp. 500-10, 537-40, 30C, 2S, p. 31. 

33 Ggtn Advocate, 30 Dec 1848. 

34 B, J. Semmes to Jorantha Jordan, 24 Jul 1848, Semmes Mss (SHC). 
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THE EYE OF THE HURRICANE, 1849-1860 


z THE twenty-one months preceding the Compro- 
i mise of 1850 were anxious days in Washington. 
N 


«xi¢—<W Thoughtful Americans everywhere felt the strain, 
as the sectional fight in Congress over the extension of slavery 
into the territories threatened to burst the bonds of the Union, 
but in other parts of the country men could occasionally forget 
the danger; here the sense of imminent catastrophe was ever- 
present. Feeling ran so high that some people were ready to 
believe in July 1850 that President Taylor had been hounded 
to his death by the insistent harassment of southern senators. 
As anticipated, the congressional debates early involved the 
question of slavery and the slave trade in the District of Colum- 
bia. An obscure Illinois congressman named Abraham Lincoln 
in January 1849 proposed abolition for the federal area, a meas- 
ure which, he contended, the majority of its residents would 
endorse.* Only the larger issue, preservation of the Union, 
mattered greatly to the local community. 

Seemingly fearful of precipitating disaster, Washingtonians 
kept very quiet about local slave-owning. Petitions and pub- 
lished letters dealing with the problem virtually ceased; a 
single memorial signed by about seventy men, two-thirds of 
them county farmers, merely requested Congress not to change 
the laws without first obtaining local approval by formal refer- 
endum. Prohibition of the slave trade was another matter. The 
Washington city council pronounced it “alike prejudicial to the 
interest of our city and offensive to public sentiment.” South- 
erners in Congress, on the contrary, believed with Senator 
Pierre Soulé of Louisiana that to outlaw the trade here would 
be merely a first step on a path that would end in emancipation. 
They fought the proposal for months, and then probably only 


1 Ulrich Phillips, The Life of Robert Toombs, pp. 84-85; John Nicolay and 


John Hay, Abraham Lincoln, A History, 1, 285-88; Cong Globe, 30C, 2S, pp. 
21 2ff. 
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Henry Clay’s insistence that it was an essential part of the 
great compromise persuaded them to yield. When the com- 
promise acts became law in September 1850, with the exception 
of the five or six local dealers and their on-hangers who had 
been making small fortunes from the trade, Washingtonians 
felt intense relief. Most of them subscribed to Clay’s view 
that the prohibition of the traffic in the District “should give 
peace and security to the maintenance of slavery within this 
District, until it exhausts itself by the process of time, as it 
would seem to be most rapidly doing.” Faith in that ultimate 
outcome comforted people who had hoped for abolition.’ 

Within two years of accepting the compromise both sections 
of the country began to voice deep dissatisfaction. The South 
felt it had given more than it won when it agreed to the admis- 
sion of California as a free state and the prohibition of the 
slave trade in the District of Columbia, while the North found 
the new Fugitive Slave Law increasingly hard to accept; and 
both were uncertain about the future of the territories. The 
struggle resumed in Congress in 1854 over the territorial organ- 
ization of Kansas and Nebraska, sharpened in 1856 over the 
settlement of “Bleeding Kansas,” reached a new peak of bitter- 
ness in the North with the Supreme Court decision in the 
Dred Scott case in 1857, and two years later produced the 
violence of John Brown’s raid at Harpers Ferry. Through this 
succession of crises, public opinion north and south crystallized, 
swiftly deepening the gulf between the sections. But the fiercer 
and more outspoken the mutual hostilities in the rest of the 
United States, the more discreet citizens of the District of 
Columbia became. 

Whatever opinions about southern states’ rights Washing- 
tonians voiced within the walls of their homes, they rarely aired 
their ideas unguardedly in public. Denunciation of the “im- 
pudence” of free Negroes in Washington seldom appeared in 


2 Ptns, H30A-G5.1, 7 Feb 1849, S30A-H, 23 Jan 1849; Cong Globe, 31C, 
1S, pp. 944-48, 1179, 1743-44, 1794-95, 1810, 1829-30, 1837, 1858-61, 
1954, and App., pp. 619-20, 784-85, 1620-74; Clay’s remark is on p. 1647 
of the Appendix; Frederic Bancroft, Slave-Trading in the Old South, ed. 
1959, pp. 50-54. 
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the local press after the early 1850’s. Citizens expressed gratifi- 
cation over new public works, argued about the function of 
the Smithsonian Institution, discussed plans for new railroads, 
talked of the spread of juvenile delinquency, and took strong 
positions on city politics, but they avoided the race question. 
An exhilarating material prosperity and signs that the city 
was acquiring new stature in the scientific and artistic world 
made it relatively easy to censor from consciousness ominous 
thoughts about new strife over slavery. No Washingtonian 
advocated restricting freedom of speech, and very occasionally 
a brief outburst occurred attacking or defending the position 
taken by North or South, but a tacit rule of conduct neverthe- 
less emerged: abide by the law, but say nothing, do nothing, 
that might upset the precarious sectional balance. The fiercer 
the storm blew roundabout, the greater the quiet at the center. 
It was like the stillness at the eye of a hurricane. Not until the 
Republican victory in November 1860 threatened to change a 
repressible into an irrepressible conflict did Washingtonians 
acknowledge that the time for silent inaction might have passed. 

In the autumn of 1850 Washingtonians, sensitive to northern 
opinion, were glad to be able to walk past the rear of the new 
Smithsonian building without suffering the discomfort of seeing 
across the street the slave pens long maintained there by two 
of the chief traders in the capital. Moreover, the steady decline 
in the number of locally owned slaves indicated that Senator 
Clay and Representative Lincoln had correctly gauged local 
sentiment about slave-holding. But the old quandary remained: 
how to prevent the District cities from becoming the catch-all 
for the freedmen of Maryland and Virginia. Both before and 
for a year or two after the passage of the compromise acts, 
whites in the capital talked uneasily about the rapid growth of 
Washington’s colored community; none of them welcomed the 
prospect of its further expansion. Perhaps that uneasiness ex- 
plained their outward acquiescence in the harsh new Fugitive 
Slave Law, for if runaways were unapprehended in the District, 
they would be absorbed into the free black population and 
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increase it further. Probably a larger factor in the silence with 
which most’of the city greeted the compromise measures was 
the conviction that nothing could be greater folly than to re- 
open by so much as a word a controversy that had nearly ended 
in national catastrophe. Stricter enforcement of the local black 
code, on the other hand, might keep the proportion of blacks to 
whites to its then 26 percent. Certainly the Colonization Society, 
while still in existence, held out no hope of a mass migration of 
Negroes to Liberia. Baltimore, protected by Maryland laws 
forbidding the ingress of free Negroes from other states, was 
only 20 percent colored, St. Louis in slave-owning Missouri 5.4 
percent, and Cincinnati, adjacent to slave-holding Kentucky, 
2.8 percent. Washington’s colored intelligentsia itself probably 
realized that the smaller the relative number of Negroes, the 
better off they individually would be. In October 1850 the city 
council set itself to re-examine the local ordinances.* 

The severe black code of 1836 had never been strictly en- 
forced; part of it was patently unenforceable. The council con- 
sequently chose to try modifications. The amendments reduced 
the bond required of every free Negro over twelve years of age 
from $1,000 to $50 and demanded the surety of one white free- 
holder instead of five, but every colored person applying for 
residence must report within five days of his arrival or pay the 
penalty of a fine or a term in the workhouse, followed in either 
case by expulsion from the city. The mayor must give express 
permission for any public gathering of Negroes, and secret 
meetings were forbidden. The results satisfied the authorities. 
In 1854 only 8 of the 603 persons sent to the workhouse were 
committed for being “out after set hours” and only two for 
being “resident without bonds”; those two, however, were not 
forced to leave the city.* Gradually white fears of a black in- 


8 News, 5 Jun 1847, 2, 16, 23, 30 Nov, 7 Dec 1850, 31 May, 6 Dec 1851, 
6 May 1852, 20 Apr 1853; Sixth U.S. Census, 1840; Seventh U.S. Census, 
1850, pp. 221, 235-36, 662, 830. 

4 Washington Laws, 10 Dec 1850, 18 Jan, 20 Oct 1851, 28 Feb, 28 Apr, 
3 Jun, 15 Dec 1853, 20 Jan, 3 Apr 1854, 14 Nov 1856, 4 Mar 1857; News, 
19 Jan, 20 Apr, 19 Oct, 21 Dec 1853, 22 Apr 1854, 23 Jan 1858; Eve- 
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undation waned, for, contrary to alarmists’ predictions, the 
1850’s saw an increase of only 1,050 free Negroes in Washing- 
ton compared to 3,350 in the 1840’s. While the white popula- 
tion rose in ten years by nearly 69 percent, the increase for 
slave and free Negro together was less than 7 percent. The 
colored population of Georgetown dropped at the same time 
from 27 to 22 percent of the whole; by 1860 the town had 
about four hundred fewer free Negroes and slaves than a decade 
before.® (See Tables I and III). 

Yet in spite of rigid surveillance, considerable police brutality 
toward Negroes suspected of minor transgressions, and all too 
frequent attacks by white bullies, hard working Negro families 
who observed the law meticulously made astonishing material 
progress and won new respect from upper-class whites. White 
workingmen, particularly the Irish immigrants who depended 
upon common laborers’ jobs, resented the competition of black 
men and seized every opportunity to proclaim their own superi- 
ority, but Negroes nevertheless established themselves firmly 
in certain occupations. Colored “washerwomen” and nurses, 
Negro oystermen, carpenter handy-men, and draymen were in 
demand. Dozens of Negroes accumulated enough money to buy 
horses and carriages and set up as hackmen, and before the 
end of the decade the city occasionally licensed colored shop- 
keepers. Alfred Jones, for example, possessor of some $16,000 
in personal property, had a flourishing feed store, and James 
Wormley ran a successful restaurant. In various jobs tinged 
with menial service scores of Negroes acquired enviable skills. 
The cooks were the most notable example: slave boys, for years 
past sent by their owners to serve apprenticeships under the 
experienced French chefs in the households of foreign diplomats, 
learned the secrets of the art, and those like James Wormley 





ning Star, 22 Aug 1859, 5 Apr 1860. The text of the black codes of 1827, 
1836 and 1850 is given in Sheahan, Corporation Laws, pp. 245-54, 

5 Seventh U.S. Census, 1850, pp. 235-36, and Eighth U.S. Census, 1860, 
Population, pp. 616-23; Luther P. Jackson, Free Negro Labor and Property 
Holding in Virginia, 1830-1860, pp. 6-13, 25-26, 155. 
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who then bought their freedom held the key to economic secur- 
ity. In the 1860’s Wormley became the proprietor of a fashion- 
able hotel patronized by the southern gentry.° Although circum- 
spect behavior was no guarantee of freedom from persecution, 
hundreds of free colored people lived peacefully in the District 
of Columbia during these years when white men were endeavor- 
ing to drive them altogether out of the deep South. 

In midcentury councilman Jesse E. Dow in campaigning for 
the office of mayor of Washington urged the city to establish 
colored public schools, but his defeat ended discussion of his 
plan. It was little more than a courageous gesture in a com- 
munity where Negro taxes brought the city very little, colored 
men could not vote, and, after the Dred Scott decision in 1857, 
by Supreme Court decree people of African descent could not 
be American citizens. Colored schools, nevertheless, continued 
to expand, some of them charging a small tuition fee, a few of 
them free to the penniless, some of them taught by Negroes, 
others by white teachers. Arabella Jones’ school was one of 
the best known in the 1850’s. A free servant in John Quincy 
Adams’ household when he was Secretary of State, the young 
Negress had later acquired an unusually fine education at St. 
Agnes’ in Baltimore. In her school on the Island she held up to 
her pupils the ideal of serving their people at home as well as 
native tribesmen in Liberia. Of the schools taught by whites, 
the St. Vincent de Paul Free Catholic Colored School sponsored 
by the priest at St. Matthew’s was important, if only because it 
stood as a rebuke to Protestant churches where the color line 
interfered with the founding of day schools for Negroes. 

Most Negro schools comprised only the elementary grades, 
but the extraordinary success of Myrtilla Miner’s “high school” 
for colored girls opened up a larger vista to colored people and 
awakened animosity in some whites. Miss Miner, after a pov- 

6 Washington Directory, 1860; Fremont, Souvenir of My Time, pp. 97-98; 
Carter Woodson, A Century of Negro Migration, pp. 36-40; News, 9 Jan 
1854; Star, 19 Sep 1860; Jeffrey R. Brackett, The Negro in Maryland, p- 


179; ptn, H32A-F5.6, 10 Mar 1852; enumerators’ returns, Free Inhabitants, 
D of C, for Eighth U.S. Census, 1860, N.A. 
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erty-stricken childhood on her father’s farm in New York state 
and a struggle to get her own education, came to Washington 
in 1851 to open a more advanced school for colored children 
than any then in operation. With the backing of the Society of 
Friends, the frail middle-aged white woman started with a 
handful of colored children in rented rooms on New York 
Avenue. The hostility of her neighbors twice forced her to 
move her charges, but through her voluminous correspondence 
with northerners she raised money enough in 1853 to buy a 
house on the outskirts of the city on New Hampshire Avenue 
between O and N Streets. Among her supporters were Johns 
Hopkins of Baltimore, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Henry Ward 
Beecher. The reputation of the school rested at once upon the 
thoroughness of the teaching, the range of subjects, and the 
pervasive atmosphere of mutual affection and mannerliness be- 
tween white staff and Negro pupils. Miss Miner’s work made 
so wide an impression that in 1857 ex-Mayor Walter Lenox 
accused her of stirring up trouble by educating colored children 
beyond their station in life and giving them better schooling 
than white children could get. Above all he feared that her 
success would turn Washington into a Negro educational cen- 
ter. Her failing health and the outbreak of war closed the 
school in 1861.’ 

At the end of the fifties 1,100 children were attending colored 
schools in Washington and Georgetown. It was no longer, as 
in the early years of the century, “a common thing for colored 
and white children to associate in the same school,” but whites 
generally approved of Negro elementary schools supported by 
Negroes. Like a good many children in the white public schools, 
most Negro pupils learned little beyond reading, simple cipher- 
ing, and how to write. Nearly 58 percent of colored adults 
were still illiterate, but the census showed a 3 percent drop 
in a decade, while white illiteracy had risen a little. The 15th 

7 Spec Rpt Comr Educ, 1870, p. 222, Ser 1427; News, 9 May 1857; 
National Era, 14 May 1857; Ellen M. O’Connor, Myrtilla Miner, A Memoir, 
pp. 59-79. 185 
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Street colored Presbyterian Church now had carpeting on the 
floor, handsome chandeliers, and the most famous choir in the 
city; the congregations of the newer 19th Street Baptist Church 
at I Street and the Asbury Methodist Church also had buildings 
of their own. This proven capacity to maintain schools and 
churches and the growing number of educated Negroes height- 
ened colored people’s faith in themselves and at the same time 
encouraged intelligent whites to believe Negroes need not 
always be the white man’s burden.* 

In the decade preceding the Civil War, northerners who read 
William Goodell’s Slavery and Anti-Slavery might readily be- 
lieve that District citizens were pledged to strengthening that 
peculiar institution, that kidnapping of free Negroes to sell 
into slavery was a common occurrence, and that the slave trade, 
although outlawed in 1850, still operated on an enormous scale 
in the national capital. The volume written in the 1830’s was 
an abolitionist’s presentation designed to paint a picture so 
starkly black that humanitarians could not rest until they had 
changed it. Deep-seated prejudices, it is true, still marked race 
relations in Washington. In proportion to the size of the colored 
population, Negro arrests were three times as frequent as white, 
the testimony of a colored person had no legal validity against 
that of a white man, and local magistrates now and again meted 
out excessively harsh sentences for trivial misdemeanors, par- 
ticularly during the mid-1850’s when a “Know-Nothing” city 
administration led men to see a conspiracy behind every bush. 
The episode Frederick Law Olmsted reported in his Journey 
in the Seaboard Slave States, a far more dispassionate account 
of conditions than Goodell’s, leaves no doubt about the animus 
that pervaded the courts: of twenty-four “genteel colored men,” 
as the police record described them, arrested for meeting pri- 
vately to devise plans “to relieve the sick, and bury the dead” 
and to purchase the freedom of a young slave woman, four of 


8 Spec Rpt Comr Educ, pp. 213-22: illiteracy figures computed from 
Seventh U.S. Census, 1850, pp. 235-37, and Eighth Census, 1860, Misc 
Statistics, p. 508; Horace M. Bond, The Education of the Negro in the 
American Social Order, p. 178. 
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the free men were sent to the workhouse, the others were fined 
$111. Law; while forbidding the importation of slaves for 
auction, still sanctioned the sale of slaves owned in the District; 
newspapers still carried advertisements for fugitives, and the 
rewards offered for their apprehension corrupted unscrupulous 
white men into acting as slave-chasers.° 

Yet except for the municipal black code, the laws affecting 
colored people in the District of Columbia were fixed by Con- 
gress; the District marshal, the judges, and the justices of the 
peace who carried those laws out were federal officials appointed 
by the President. And the slavocracy dominated the federal 
government. The National Era, abolitionist as it was, pointed 
out that Americans who chose to send “blackguards” to Con- 
gress should not blame the consequences upon Washingtonians. 
The most damning charge that humanitarians could justly 
bring against the local community was its ruthlessness in trying 
to keep the free Negro population to a minimum. Manumission 
consequently was rarer here than in Maryland or Delaware; yet 
occasional selling of local slaves steadily reduced the number 
of chattel bondsmen in the city. The advertisements for run- 
aways were almost entirely for Virginia and Maryland slaves. 
Negroes with residence permits, while hating the indignity of 
the black code, gained from it some protection against illegal 
seizure, and more than a few civic-minded white Washington- 
ians strove to check abuses. Not only the National Era but more 
conservative and more widely read local newspapers like W. D. 
Wallach’s Evening Star decried unprovoked attacks upon Ne- 
groes. The National Intelligencer generally avoided discussion 
of the local issue.*° 


® William Goodell, Slavery and Anti-Slavery, pp. 226, 243-246; Wshg 
Laws, Mayor’s rpt, 9 Sep 1850; H Ex Doc 43, 31C, 1S, Ser 599; H Ex Doc 
72, 33C, 1S, Ser 723; Frederick Law Olmsted, A Journey in the Seaboard 
Slave States in the Years 1853-1854, 1904 ed., 1, 16-17; News, 15 Feb 1851, 
14, 17 Sep 1853, 9 Jan 1854; Ntl Era, 2 Aug 1849, 6 Jan 1854, 19 Apr 
1855, 23 Dec 1858. 

10 Ntl Era, 2 Dec 1852; News, 6 Sep 1851, 5 Aug 1854, 10 May 1856, 26 
Sep 1857, 16 Jan 1858; Star, 12 Oct 1858, 28 Mar, 1 Apr, 12, 15, 19 Aug 
1859, 9, 11 Feb, 3 Mar 1860. The evidence for my interpretation is inferen- 
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The new Free-Soil Republican party steadily gained local 
adherents after 1855. The change of heart B. B. French’s per- 
sonal letters reveal was certainly not unique in Washington’s 
business and professional world, although severing life-long 
ties with the “democracy” was probably less painful for a man 
born and bred in New Hampshire than for a native southerner. 
Yet French, after nearly twenty years’ residence in the capital, 
had come to identify himself with Washington. A claims agent 
and lawyer who had repeatedly served on the city council, 
“B. B.” had written his brother early in 1851, “Why the people 
of the North should, after 60 years of unalloyed prosperity 
under our Constitution, set out, all at once to go out of their 
way to beat their own brains against a stone entirely out of their 
path, I do not see. What is slavery to them or they to slavery 
that they should overturn our Constitution to get rid of it—no 
not even to get rid of it!” In 1855, however, after two years as 
federal Commissioner of Public Buildings, a post to which his. 
boyhood friend, President “Frank” Pierce, had appointed him, 
French resigned, convinced that the nation and hence the capital, 
so far from suffering under a Free-Soil administration, would 
be more secure than under Democrats dominated by the slave 
interests. According to the National Era, northern representa- 
tives in Congress showed no more anti-slavery zeal than native 
Washingtonians. When Congress convened in December 1856, 
anti-slavery households, for all their concern for peace, made a 
point of refusing to illuminate their windows to acclaim the 
unity of a nation in which pro-slavery men had just won a 
victory. Among Democrats only exercise of utmost restraint 
on the part of all factions enabled them to patch up matters 
enough to stage an inaugural ball for James Buchanan on 
March 4, 1857.12 


tial and negative rather than positive. Whereas all local newspapers had 
formerly carried frequent articles or letters about race matters, the number 
dwindles so sharply after 1851 as to suggest a deliberate policy of avoiding 
the topic, lest the community and business interests suffer. 

11 B. B. French to H. F. French, 25 Apr 1851, 30 Jun, 9 Dec 1855, 29 
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So passionate an abolitionist as Dr. Gamaliel Bailey of the 
National Era believed Washington’s record in handling race 
problems in the mid-1850’s better than that of many northern 
cities. Whites in the capital, he remarked, were too often blind 
to the virtues of their Negro neighbors, to the “thrift and in- 
dustry of the great mass of them,” and to the “dignity, decorum 
and good taste they display,” but speech was as free here as 
in the North and toleration rather greater. And, as the editor 
who first published Uncle Tom’s Cabin, he had reason to know. 
In a city where race questions, however glossed over, were ever 
present, “a young clergyman has stood up in his place in a 
Washington pulpit, and preached on Slavery to his congrega- 
tion, in a way that would have split many a conservative church 
at the North. But he has neither lost caste nor position—the 
majority of his church while dissenting from his views, recog- 
nize the independence of the pulpit.”*? Unhappily later, as 
tensions rose over “Bleeding Kansas,” the young Unitarian was 
dismissed; over half his congregation considered his sermons 
inflammatory, and in the late fifties conservative Washington- 
ians, irrespective of their convictions about the evils of slavery, 
thought advocacy of political action too dangerous to the Union. 
Bailey himself continued to publish the National Era till his 
death in 1859, and, in spite of his unwavering advocacy of 
abolition, commanded a growing respect from fellow citizens. 

Nothing better illustrates the determination of Washington- 
ians who placed the Union above any race matter to set an 
example of rationality and propriety than the city’s behavior 
during the anxious days following John Brown’s raid at Har- 
pers Ferry in October 1859. Apprehensive lest “hostile demon- 
strations from outside the city” develop, the mayor counter- 





May, 15 July 1856, B. B. French Mss; Charles Billinghurst to his wife, 6 
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19 May 1858, 20 Oct 1859. 

12 Nt] Era, 2 Dec 1852, 9 Nov 1854, 27 Mar 1856; News, quoting Nil 
Era, 10 May 1856. 

13 N¢tl Era, 11 Dec 1856, 30 Jun 1859; Star, 22 Jun 1859. 
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manded the permits he had granted colored people “to hold balls 
and festivals.” For twenty-four hours crowds waiting for news 
gathered about the telegraph offices and the hotels, and for a 
time rumors ran that an attack was impending on the National 
Era office. No untoward incident occurred. The city quickly 
returned to an outwardly normal routine.* Far less than other 
American citizens could District residents, unrepresented in 
national councils, forestall disaster growing out of the slavery 
question. Their one contribution must lie in concealing their 
inner fears and maintaining an air of calm. 

Individual members of the white churches in Washington 
and Georgetown may have helped secretly the Washington sta- 
tion of the underground railway smuggle slaves north to free 
soil, but, in spite of divided opinion in nearly every congrega- 
tion, none of the churches officially endorsed abolitionist tactics. 
Even in Washington’s new Congregational church, organized 
by New Englanders in 1851, the trustees objected to the label 
“anti-slavery church.” Conservatism about political action pre- 
dominated among Quakers as well as among Unitarians, the 
most radical group in matters of Christian doctrine. The laity 
of McKendree and Wesley chapels protested against the strong 
anti-slavery pronouncement of the General Conference of North- 
ern Methodists in 1860, but except for St. Paul’s, which affili- 
ated with the southern wing, all the local Methodist churches 
refused to separate from the northern body. Similarly, the 
eight white Presbyterian congregations remained with the 
northern church, and outward unity prevailed in Washington’s 
six Episcopal, four white Baptist, and three Lutheran churches. 
Racial segregation generally obtained in Protestant congrega- 
tions, but while anti-foreign and religious bigotry had struck at 
Washington’s six Catholic churches, the anti-Negro feeling of 
their new Irish and German parishioners failed to alter the non- 
discriminatory policies of the hierarchy. Racial antagonisms 
touched Washington’s Jews lightly, probably because the He- 
brew congregation formed in 1856 was small. A congressional 
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act extended to it all the privileges and immunities of other re- 
ligious bodiés. Although Jewish peddlers hawked ready-made 
clothing through Washington’s streets, few people realized that 
a new minority had appeared in their midst. 

Whether or not business leaders deliberately evolved a care- 
ful plan of avoiding controversy, their eagerness to perpetuate 
the extraordinary prosperity they enjoyed in the late 1840’s and 
1850’s nevertheless nurtured racial tolerance. Faith that this 
material well-being would sift down to lower strata of society, 
provided the slavery question were not allowed to interfere, ap- 
parently also affected people of rather modest means. District 
bankers and brokers representing “big money,” to be sure, 
tended to ignore local investment; western lands and railroads 
offered a larger and seemingly more profitable field. Corcoran 
and Riggs, the most powerful firm in Washington, continued 
to purchase large tracts of land in Wisconsin and Kansas; when 
the partnership dissolved in 1854, each man singly or with 
other associates bought thousands of acres in IIlinois, Mississip- 
pi, and Iowa. W. W. Corcoran also bought some Washington 
and Georgetown real estate, but otherwise he no longer con- 
cerned himself with local enterprises.** In the lower ranks of 
the city’s business world, on the other hand, fresh interest ap- 
peared in expanding Washington’s economy. _ 

Relatively little money went into manufacturing in spite of 
the efforts of Joseph Henry of the Smithsonian Institution, 
Dallas Bache, B. B. French, and a dozen others to organize a 
Mechanics Institute for the promotion of industry. In 1850 
John Rives’ printing establishment, which published the Con- 
gressional Globe, and Ritchie & Co., were capitalized at $50,000 

15 Ibid., 19 Dec 1857, 12 Aug, 5 Dec 1859, 27 Jul, 3 Aug 1860; N.I., 
22 Nov 1851; News, 2 Nov 1850, 15 Jan 1853, 3 May 1854; Cong Globe, 
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Ser 1071; Corcoran Letter Press Book, x1x, 21 Feb 1861, and pp. 474-75. 
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and $35,000, respectively; Rives ran four, Ritchie six, steam- 
powered presses; William McDermott had $30,000 invested in 
his carriage shop; but about $5,000 was the capitalization of 
the average firm. The government arsenal and the Navy Yard 
were equipped with some machinery and together had several 
hundred men on their payrolls, but of the privately owned 
plants only ten—four printers’, three foundries, a brewery, a 
lumber mill, and a small machine shop—used anything but 
manpower. Ritchie & Co. employed eighty hands, most con- 
cerns fifteen or fewer. As the local market expanded in the 
course of the decade, thirty-four concerns installed steam en- 
gines, using coal brought down the Chesapeake and Ohio Ca- 
nal. The Washington Brewery in Foggy Bottom, the Baldwin 
Sash and Blind Factory, and John Rives’ printing house had 
each an annual output valued at over $75,000. Twelve news- 
papers, five of them dailies, were published in Washington. 

Several enterprises, however, dwindled in importance or 
disappeared during the 1850’s. Transformation of the federal 
arsenal from a manufacturing armory into a storage depot was 
a blow to the city, the curtailment of shipbuilding at the Navy 
Yard another. “In view of the great inconvenience attending 
the building and equipping of ships at a point so distant from 
the sea,” the Navy Department in 1860 limited production at 
the Washington yard to anchors, cables, and steam engines. 
In Georgetown and the county beyond along the canal where 
flour milling was a mainstay in mid-century, operations slowly 
shrank also: at the end of the fifties only two mills ground as 
much as $50,000 worth of flour annually. Furthermore, the 
Pioneer Cotton Factory in which the town had earlier taken 
special pride was clearly on its last legs. All told, whether be- 
cause of insufficient capital, too small a skilled labor force, a 
limited market, or inadequate shipping facilities, the District 
could claim scant industrial progress in a decade during which 
factories were mushrooming throughout the North.” 


17 Enumerators’ returns, Schedules for manufactures, Seventh and Eighth 
U.S. Censuses, 1850 and 1860, mcf, L.C.; News, 22 Feb, 22 Mar 1851, 26 
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Confidence in the region’s commercial potential, however, 
survived répeated setbacks. In 1849 influential businessmen 
still viewed the C & O Canal as the key to a golden future, but 
over the years accumulating silt had nearly filled the canal boat 
basin on Rock Creek and much of the Washington Canal; thus 
extensive dredging of both would be necessary if the District 
cities were to benefit from completion of the “great national 
project.” Unless they could transship direct to ocean-going ves- 
sels, the bulk of the trade in prospect would go to Alexandria 
via the aqueduct over the Potomac and the seven-mile-long 
lateral canal to her wharves in deep water. Unexpectedly Con- 
gress came to Washington’s rescue by appropriating $20,000 
to clear the city canal where it passed through the public 
grounds, on condition that the municipality dredge the rest of 
the three-mile stretch. The work began at once.** 

Yet nothing was in readiness when the C & O Canal reached 
Cumberland in October 1850. A fortnight later when a first 
barge laden with eighty tons of coal docked at the Navy Yard, 
the Washington News noted that “owing to the bad condition 
of the so-called Basin at Georgetown, as well as that of our city 
canal (the progress on which has been unaccountably delayed ) 
it was necessary to use a Steamer to tow the boat from the out- 
let of the canal to the Navy Yard.” The basin was never fully 
restored and, in spite of the thousands of dollars spent on 
dredging, some stretches of the Washington Canal became im- 
passable almost as soon as the first round of work ended in 1852. 
For the next two or three years boats drawing up to 3% feet 
of water passed from 17th Street as far east as the Centre Mar- 
ket and from the Eastern Branch north to the Mall, but by 
1856 the intervening section along the foot of Capitol Hill was 
unnavigable. Horse-drawn barges moved through the aqueduct 
canal over the Potomac and on to Alexandria or discharged 
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their cargoes in Georgetown, but the few boats that nosed their 
way along the Washington Canal to the coal and lumber yards 
on its banks west of the Centre Market represented civic dis- 
illusionment.”° 

The business community as a whole, having pinned its hopes 
on the C & O Canal for twenty-five years, was slow to consider 
alternatives to water transport. Virginia had chartered the Or- 
ange and Alexandria Railroad in 1848 to run to Manassas and 
thence west, and four years later incorporated another railroad 
to connect Alexandria with the main lines to the south; but 
Washington merchants delayed concerted efforts to pursue any 
comparable plan. The city council meanwhile was carrying on 
a losing fight with the B & O Railroad over fares to and from 
Baltimore, over putting up a depot, and over the company’s re- 
fusal to pay Washington taxes. Not until 1852 did the city 
fathers permit locomotives to run into the city; for seventeen 
years the engines had had to stop outside the city limits, whence 
horses hitched to the “steam cars” had drawn passengers and 
freight to sheds at 2nd Street and Pennsylvania Avenue. When 
the company at last agreed to erect a depot on New Jersey Ave- 
nue at northwest C Street and in August 1852 opened the 
brownstone station, complete with a seventy-foot quadrangular 
tower, sky-lighted hall and “elegantly furnished dressing rooms, 
supplied with mirrors, sofas, water closets of peculiar construc- 
tion, and numerous little comforts,” only then did the discovery 
that the B & O had increased its local business “at least five- 
fold” within a year prod businessmen into taking steps to intro- 
duce a competing railroad that should reduce Washington’s 
“alarming” vassalage to Baltimore.” 

19 Wshg Laws, 5 Dec 1850, 26 Apr 1851, and half a dozen entries every 
year thereafter through 1854, 14 Oct 1858, 12 Nov 1859, 12 May 1860, 
and mayors’ rpts, 3 Apr, 30 Oct 1854, 3 Mar 1856; Sanderlin, National 
Project, pp. 178-82; ptns, S31A-H5, 24 Sep 1850, S32A-H4, 28 Jan 1852; 
News, 3 Nov 1849, 19 Oct, 2 Nov 1850, 26 Apr 1851, 20 Nov 1852, 2 Jul 
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While Washington’s council belatedly put out tentative feel- 
ers for connections with the Orange and Alexandria Railroad, 
in 1853 Georgetown enlisted congressional approval of a rail- 
road to run westward to a junction with the B & O at Point of 
Rocks, Maryland, some ten miles from Harpers Ferry. Mary- 
land chartered the western section under the name of the Metro- 
politan Railroad, while Congress chartered the District section 
as the Georgetown and Catoctin Railroad. Outlining plans to 
extend the road into Washington, the company attempted to 
get stock subscriptions in the larger city but met with little 
response. In the face of protests from small taxpayers the town 
thereupon chose to finance the undertaking by a special levy 
of ten cents on every $100 of assessed property. In 1856, how- 
ever, when a few miles of grading were finished, Mayor Henry 
Addison, evidently concluding the project too big for so small 
a city to carry on unaided, refused to pay over further install- 
ments of money. Construction came to a halt. Nevertheless 
Georgetown’s enterprise spurred on Washington. Because her 
neighbor had pre-empted the best route to the West, or because 
Baltimore’s domination of Maryland markets left Virginia as a 
better outlet for District products, Washingtonians sought to 
develop a line to the South.” 

To link the city by rail to a Virginia railroad posed the prob- 
lem of crossing the Potomac. That question quickly involved 
Congress in acrimonious debates over the use of the Long 
Bridge and the city streets. In the summer of 1854, after the 
Virginia Assembly chartered the Alexandria & Washington 
Railroad, Congress grudgingly agreed to let the municipality 
determine a route into the city as long as the tracks did not run 
on Pennsylvania Avenue; but opinion in House and Senate di- 
vided over whether even temporarily to allow rails on the Long 
Bridge. Georgetowners fought the proposal; they wanted a 
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3 Jan 1853, H33A-G5.4, 10 Jun 1853, 26 Jan 1854, H33A-G5.2, 1 Jan 
1854, H33A-G5.9, 18 Apr 1854; Cong Globe, 32C, 2S, pp. 648-49, App., 
p. 359; First Annual Report and Second Annual Report, Metropolitan Rail- 
road, 1854 and 1855; N.I., 15 Nov 1852; News, 6 Jul 1853. 


195 


THE EYE OF THE HURRICANE 


permanent railroad bridge built upstream from the Alexandria 
aqueduct and contended that once tracks were laid on the Long 
Bridge, there they would remain. Congress postponed.a de- 
cision.”? In the interim the speeches of senators who strongly 
advocated an unbroken rail connection between North and 
South gave Washington the courage to act with unaccustomed 
swiftness and singular indiscretion. The corporation under- 
wrote $60,000 of the railroad company bonds and authorized 
tracks from the bridge along Maryland Avenue to the foot of 
Capitol Hill, thence over 1st Street and across Pennsylvania 
Avenue to the B & O depot. 

When Congress convened in December 1855, astounded 
members beheld rails laid through the city and the line nearly 
complete except over the bridge. The outcry that arose on the 
Hill came largely from northerners. “Washington,” declared 
Senator Stuart of Michigan, “was not intended to be a great 
business mart.” Senator Pugh of Ohio accused the municipality 
and the company of counting on congressional acquiescence in 
an accomplished fact and hence of deliberately flouting the 
prohibition of tracks on Pennsylvania Avenue. Outraged con- 
gressmen pointed to the inconvenience of having horse-drawn 
cars traverse the Mall at the foot of the Hill and insisted that 
when the company began to run locomotives through the city 
the annoyance would become intolerable. More than a few 
Washingtonians agreed. James Mason of Virginia and Robert 
Toombs of Georgia defended the deed. Rails crossing were not 
rails along the Avenue, and cars on tracks would be no greater 
nuisance than the omnibuses that discharged passengers at the 
base of the Hill. Furthermore, the entire country would welcome 
the closing of the one break in rail connections between New 
England, New York, and the deep South; only on the stretch 
between Washington, Acquia Creek, and Fredericksburg, 

22 N.I., 16 May 1854; News, 9, 24 Apr 1852, 8 Jun 1853; S Misc Doc 68, 
33C, 1S, Ser 705; Cong Globe, 33C, 1S, pp. 1472-75, 1601, 1997-99, 2165, 
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Virginia, were travellers obliged to resort to steam ferry and 
stage coach.” 

The Virginia section of the railroad from Alexandria to the 
southern end of the Long Bridge went into operation late in 
1856, but congressional opposition to tracks over the Mall and 
the Avenue persisted: let the company bridge the Potomac 
upstream and route a line into the city from the northwest. 
Counterproposals to tunnel under Pennsylvania Avenue and the 
Mall and build a railroad bridge below the Long Bridge were 
too expensive to consider; that solution would have to wait till 
the twentieth century. Indeed by 1858 the protracted struggle 
over the right of way had virtually ruined the company finan- 
cially. That year it defaulted on its bonds, forcing the city to 
shoulder the interest payments on the $60,000 the municipal 
council had underwritten. Although Congress authorized the 
Commissioner of Public Buildings to remove the rails along 
1st Street past the western entrance to the Capitol grounds, lack 
of funds left them rusting there unused; when war came, the 
Army would thankfully put them to use for military transport. 
In the meantime, omnibuses carried passengers to the end of 
Maryland Avenue and over the bridge where they transferred 
to steam cars on the Virginia side. Washington investors watch- 
ing the collapse of their plans were inclined to ius the exercise 
of local initiative futile.” 

In 1860 access to the two District cities was thus scarcely 
easier than in 1835. In response to pleas that free bridges would 
revive the tobacco trade with Maryland, in 1848 the govern- 
ment had bought the Benning’s and Navy Yard bridges over the 
Eastern Branch, but the tobacco output of the region remained 
so small that the city-owned warehouses in Georgetown and 
southwest Washington continued to lie empty. Endeavors to 
tap the resources of the Virginia countryside were in turn fre- 
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quently thwarted. In 1857, when a freshet washed away a span 
of the Long Bridge for the fourth time in a decade, Washing- 
ton, unable to extract an appropriation for repairs, undertook 
the work with only a vague commitment of future reimburse- 
ment from Congress.”* Shipments of upcountry produce also 
were still meagre; for, as a boatman noted in 1858, from Cum- 
berland to Georgetown the C & O Canal ran “through an un- 
inhabited solitude.” Georgetowners resolutely looked for ways 
of promoting her growth, including an occasional proposal for 
a union with Washington and in 1856 a last attempt to obtain 
retrocession to Maryland, but her isolation had become so 
pronounced that 1860 found her with fewer inhabitants than 
the 9,400 of 1830—now only 6,798 whites, 1,358 free Negroes, 
and 577 slaves. Washington, on the contrary, grew astonish- 
ingly. While seemingly she shared most of Georgetown’s handi- 
caps, here expanding government activities overbalanced the 
failures of local merchants to make her the “great business 
mart” Senator Stuart believed she was never intended to be. 
Between 1840 and 1860 her population nearly trebled.”° 
New houses, big hotels, and new shops multiplied yearly. 
By 1854 building lots that had sold for four cents a square foot 
in 1843 commanded thirty cents, and real estate values as well 
as building costs continued to rise through the rest of the 
decade. Gas lighted the “Avenue,” the government offices, the 
hotels, and a number of private houses. Omnibuses running 
with some frequency now simplified communication within the 
city, and men talked confidently of the improvements in pros- 
pect as soon as Congress chartered a street railway. Unlike 
government clerks whose salary scale rose in 1852, mechanics 
2° H Rpt 643, 30C, 1S, Ser 526; S Rpt 176, 32C, 1S, Ser 630; Cong Globe, 
33C, 28, p. 1150; Star, 26 Jan 1859, 17 Jan 1860; News, 30 Oct 1852, 14 
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1857, 18 Nov 1858, 19 Aug 1859, 6 Apr 1860; H Rpt 410, 35C, 1S, Ser 
966; Rpt Sec/Int, 1854, p. 600, Ser 777; Ggtn Ordinances, 25 May 1850: 
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236-37; Eighth U.S. Census, 1860, Population, pp. 620-23; Ggtn Ordinances, 
23 Feb 1856, 2 Aug 1857; ptns, S35A-H2, 21, 31 Dec 1858, 5, 7, 14, 24 


Jan 1859; Cong Globe, 34C, 1S, p. 1423, 34C, 3S, pp. 455-56; H Rpt 98, 
35C, 1S, Ser 964; Star, 7 Feb 1860. 


198 


THE EYE OF THE HURRICANE 


and common laborers suffered from rising prices without cor- 
responding wage increases, but the consensus nevertheless was 
that Washington enjoyed an enviable security. The panic of 
1857 which paralyzed other American cities, according to the 
News, “prevailed to a very limited extent” here, and eighteen 
months later the Star observed that “the general prostration of 
trade” had been so brief that most of Washington by early 
1859 was “in a far better condition than before the blow came. 
There never was more hard cash in the hands of our fellow 
citizens than at this time.” The increase in city revenues, despite 
cuts in the tax rate, bore out the accuracy of that estimate.”’ 
(See Table IV) That this economic stability derived not from 
local enterprise but almost solely from the presence of the fed- 
eral government and from federal spending no longer troubled 
permanent residents greatly. Only dissolution of the Union 
stood as a threat to Washington’s privileged position. 

27 Washington Gas Light Company, Growing with Washington, The Story 
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CHAPTER VIII 
THE CITY AND THE HILL, 1849-1860_ 


a IN THE midst of the debates on the great com- 
im promise, Congress made time to pass appropria- 
dé <N tions for large-scale public works in the District of 
Columbia. Northern and southern congressmen together, as if 
bent upon parrying every blow that might weaken the Union, 
set about enhancing the dignity of the national capital by 
pouring money into stone and mortar, the outer and visible 
signs of impregnable national strength. After voting funds in 
1849 to ornament the public grounds, House and Senate passed 
bills to add a pillared central porch and stucco to the exterior 
of the long neglected City Hall, where the United States district 
courts sat, enlarge the Patent Office, and move the greenhouse 
and botanical garden to the foot of Capitol Hill. Then one after 
the other came appropriations to build two enormous wings 
and a massive new dome for the Capitol, adorn the eastern 
portico with two groups of statuary, establish a home for 
soldiers incapacitated in the Mexican War, place an equestrian 
bronze of General Washington in Washington Circle, construct 
a mighty aqueduct to supply water to protect government prop- 
erty from fire, open a government hospital for the insane, and 
erect on the Mall adjacent to the Smithsonian Institution an 
armory for the District militia. If as these projects began to 
take shape, the funereally romantic landscaping Andrew Jack- 
son Downing laid out on the Smithsonian grounds inspired 
some fault-finding, and objections arose to various features of 
building designs, the effects of this unprecedented federal spend- 
ing program were nonetheless stimulating to the city. 

The extension of the Capitol had psychological importance, 
attesting to faith in the permanence of the United States of 
America and its capital on the Potomac. Building operations, 
moreover, promised to give employment to several hundred 
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workmen; and when finished, the magnificent edifice with its 
towering dome should attract visitors from every state in the 
Union. The laying of the cornerstone on the 4th of July 1851 
thus became a momentous occasion. Every federal dignitary 
from President Fillmore down attended, as well as the “vener- 
able Custis, a distinguished surviving member of the Washing- 
ton family, our worthy fellow citizen Z. Walker, who was 
present at the laying of the cornerstone of the Capitol in 1793, 
[and] B. B. French, Grand Master of the Masonic Fraternity 
of the District of Columbia, wearing the apron that Washing- 
ton wore and bearing the gavel which Washington used in 
1793.” To save the cost of raising the level of the Hill on the 
south and the west, the President had approved Thomas Wal- 
ter’s plan, which put the new wings at right angles to the main 
axis of the Capitol and placed the dome off-center almost over 
the eastern portico. The imbalance that would offend some 
architects for the next hundred years elicited no criticism while 
the work was in progress. In December 1851 fire destroyed 
the Library of Congress in the main building, a disaster that 
delayed work on the wings but emphasized the necessity of 
solid construction. Five hundred men were employed on the 
job during 1852, but in 1858 when Congress moved into its 
new halls the pillars of the eastern porticos were not yet in 
place. For the next four years huge blocks of marble cluttered 
the grounds and the streets nearby. The dome would not be 
finished until 1863.7 

The Soldiers’ Home opened its doors to about forty invalid 
veterans in 1853. A drive out to the well-tended 240-acre farm 
two miles to the north of Washington made a pleasant summer 
outing, but city-dwellers knew little about the home until Presi- 
dent Buchanan, and later President Lincoln, took up summer 
residence in a house on the grounds. The Government Hospital 
for the Insane, on the contrary, immediately interested citizens. 

2S Rpt 273, 31C, 2S, Ser 593; H Ex Doc 2, 32C, 1S, p. 23, Ser 634; 
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It was the fruit of Dorothea Dix’s long crusade for humane 
treatment of the mentally ill. It was she who induced Thomas 
Blagden to sell his farm on the rolling hills beyond the Eastern 
Branch, and it was her eloquence that persuaded Congress to 
put a qualified physician in charge of the hospital. The spacious, 
well-lighted building, its beams cut from the great trees and 
its brick kilned from the clay on the farm, received its first 
inmates in 1855. Here under the watchful care of the super- 
intendent, Dr. Charles Nichols, mentally unbalanced soldiers 
and sailors and residents of the District, men and women, white 
and colored, underwent treatment; for most patients the house- 
hold and farm chores were useful therapy, in sharpest contrast 
to the enforced idleness at the jail. Indeed, the establishment 
of the asylum was as epoch-making in its way as the founding 
of the Smithsonian Institution.® 

Where the enlarged Capitol stood for national grandeur and 
the Government Hospital for the Insane for new humanitarian 
perception, the inauguration of a water system planned on a 
scale to supply a million people promised a sanitary revolution. 
Until the forties when a number of well-to-do families had had 
cisterns dug and pumps installed in their kitchens, spring 
water carried from the wells in the public squares had supplied 
most households; in mid-century every morning the slave 
woman with a pail of water in each hand and another balanced 
on her gaily bandana-wrapped head was still a familiar part of 
the Washington scene. In 1830 Robert Mills, after studying 
the water works of other municipalities, had prepared detailed 
recommendations for the city, but, as congressional approval 
and some federal funds were essential, the plan had lapsed; 
Congress had piped spring water only into the Capitol, the 
White House, and the departmental offices. The meagreness 
of the means of protecting government property from fire was 
self-evident; Congress sponsored surveys in 1851. That Decem- 
ber the burning of the Library of Congress emphasized the 
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necessity for action. In 1853, the President chose the most com- 
prehensive of several alternative plans, and although it entailed 
at least $2,000,000, Congress voted to build a water system 
at government expense. 

The most costly feature of the system mapped out by Lt. 
Montgomery Meigs of the Army Engineer Corps was an enor- 
mous aqueduct running from the Great Falls ten miles north- 
west of Georgetown through rocky hillsides and over a deep 
ravine at “Cabin John” to empty into receiving and distributing 
reservoirs above Washington. The very magnitude of the engi- 
neering task excited widespread interest. While the District 
cities appointed water registrars and laid mains in the principal 
residential areas—work financed by a $150,000 loan in Wash- 
ington and by a special tax in Georgetown—private household- 
ers looked forward to the moment when running water in 
every dwelling would make outhouses needless. The autumn 
of 1858 saw the first phase of the great work finished. On 
January 3, 1859, the surface water accumulated in the tempo- 
rary receiving reservoir was turned into the mains, and for the 
first time Washingtonians beheld the now familiar sight of 
public fountains playing: “The jet of aqueduct water rose... 
from the basin west of the Capitol to the height of one hundred 
feet or more.” Laying the eight-foot conduit from the Great 
Falls to a distributing reservoir to supply every house would 
take another five years, but in the meantime “Powder Mill 
Creek” water piped into a number of residences furnished 
owners with a novel luxury.* 

The unveiling of the first equestrian statue in the capital, 
moreover, evoked civic pride. The Jackson Democratic Society 
had commissioned a bronze by Clark Mills, a sculptor who had 
gained renown in Charleston, South Carolina. In 1853 when 
his statue of Andrew Jackson mounted on a rearing horse went 

4 Eunice Tripler, Some Notes of Her Personal Recollections, p. 58; Rpt 
Sec/War, 1854, p. 167, Ser 778; Rpts Sec/Int, 1859, pp. 903-18, Ser 1023, 
and 1860, pp. 564-66, Ser 1078; Cong Globe, 32C, 2S, App., p. 348; News, 
6 Jul, 21 Dec 1853, 4 Mar 1854; ptns, S31A-G2, 27 Dec 1850, S31A-H5, 
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into place in Lafayette Square, patriotic sentiment acclaimed 
the work as proof of American artistic skill. Critics of Captain 
Meigs asserted that he “ostracized American artists, employing 
a host of French, German and Italian workmen” to decorate 
the Capitol, and they saw Mills’ achievement as a confounding 
of that error. Proud of having a bronze cast in the United States 
and impressed at the sculptor’s feat in balancing a horse weigh- 
ing several tons on its hind legs, Congress overlooked the 
accusations by Mills’ rivals that he had simply poured cannon 
ball into the tail; admiration for the result won him a $20,000 
bonus and a congressional commission for an equestrian statue 
of George Washington. That commitment perhaps lessened the 
chagrin of the city at the stoppage of work on the Washington 
Monument when in 1855 lack of money and quarrels over 
control of the society’s records brought the project to a halt 
with the shaft only 150 feet above ground. All the greater im- 
portance attached to the celebration held on February 22, 1860: 
every Washingtonian of consequence took part in the ceremonial 
dedication of Mills’ bronze of the General placed in Washington 
Circle. That day marked the last great public nonpartisan 
demonstration in the ante-bellum capital.’ 

Contrary to hopeful assumptions, friendly feelings among 
members of Congress toward the local community diminished 
with every new improvement made in the federal city. In 1849 
when an appropriation was passed for building a boat basin 
and deepening the Washington Canal, a senator who objected 
to the grant noted that it was “almost useless” to oppose Dis- 
trict appropriations, “because the District, having nobody to 
represent it on this floor, has everybody.”* After William Seaton 
left the mayor’s office in 1850, however, representatives and 
senators expostulated with increasing frequency over the city’s 
dependence upon the federal government. The generosity of 
Congress, declaimed members, gave Washingtonians a magnifi- 

5 Star, 10 Oct 1859; N.J., 22 Dec 1848, 7 May 1849, 15 Aug 1853, 8 
Jan 1860; Nel Era, 27 May 1858; H Rpt 198, 35C, 2S, Ser 1018; S. H. 
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cent Capitol, completed their City Hall, lighted and policed 
their streets at night, built them water works, provided an 
armory, hospitalized their insane, and, through funds for a 
school for the deaf, dumb, and blind, educated their handi- 
capped children; federal public works offered laborers and 
mechanics well-paid employment, added to the population, and 
enriched tradesmen and real estate dealers; but despite the 
huge federal expenditures within the city, the municipality 
perpetually cried poverty, while keeping the tax rate at a 
ridiculously low level. 

Some of these complaints revealed a ludicrous unwillingness 
to differentiate between national and purely local interests. In 
1856, for example, Senator Brodhead of Pennsylvania opened 
a diatribe against repairing the government-owned Long Bridge 
with the statement, “I know very well that most people in the 
cities of Washington and Georgetown live from the drippings 
of the Treasury.” Ignoring the fact that the safety of govern- 
ment property was the sole reason for spending from three to 
five million dollars to supply Washington with water, that 
national pride was the only reason for allotting $500,000 to 
$1,000,000 for a new dome on the Capitol, and the increase in 
federal business the compelling reason for enlarging the halls 
of Congress and the Patent Office and planning new buildings 
for the War and Navy Departments, the orator concluded: 
“These demands on the public Treasury—the people’s money 
—for purposes of expenditure in the cities of Washington and 
Georgetown, are shameful; and the manner in which our 
money is poured out to these people is shameless.” ‘Two years 
later Senator Iverson of Georgia held forth in somewhat similar 
vein: “At the last session of Congress there were over four 
million dollars appropriated, to be expended within twelve 
months, in the District of Columbia . . . and then, when you 
come to consider the money spent here by members of Congress, 
by strangers who visit the city on public business, and by the 
clerks and other officers of the Government, you find that there 
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is a vast amount of money expended here for the benefit of the 
resident inhabitants.” But always, Iverson insisted, they asked 
for more, and before long “the Federal Treasury will have to 
feed and clothe the citizens.” No one pointed out to him that 
congressmen’s and visitors’ money invested in consumer goods 
was not productive capital or that the seasonal character of 
building operations frequently forced upon the city the burden 
of caring for the families of government workmen during win- 
ter layoffs.’ 

Yet Washington was not without official defenders. Captain 
Meigs reminded her detractors that the aqueduct was a national 
necessity vital to the protection of irreplaceable government 
records and public buildings. “A large part of the population 
of Washington is composed of strangers who are brought here 
by the Congress,” he added. “Are the citizens to build an 
aqueduct out of their miserable salaries to protect the United 
States?” As it happened, a good many District citizens advo- 
cated building the water system by private rather than govern- 
ment enterprise. A Mississippi senator with more earnestness 
than humor rebuked his associates for attributing the new 
Capitol dome to Washingtonians’ greedy importunities; the 
Secretary of War justified building an armory for the District 
militia because national security required a place in which to 
store the arms needed to safeguard the capital from “illegal 
combinations.” And in 1859 the Commissioner of Public Build- 
ings, the man best acquainted with the municipality’s difficul- 
ties, championed the community: “During the last ten years 
the corporation has raised by taxation the sum of $2,376,042.86, 
which has been expended for general purposes; and the city 
has, from first to last, opened and made more than fifty miles 
of avenues and streets, at a cost of about one million and a half 
dollars. It may safely be affirmed that no city, in proportion to 
its population and wealth, has done more for itself than Wash- 
ington, notwithstanding nearly one half of the property within 


7 [bid., 32C, 2S, p. 899, 34C, 15S, p. 703, 35C, 1S, pp. 1463-64; News, 6 
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its limits belongs to the government, and is not subject to 
taxation.”® 

The barrage of criticism directed at the city was to have 
more serious consequences than its victims realized at the time. 
They had faced similar disparagement in the 1830’s, and much 
of it now seemed to be intended largely for home consumption 
by congressional constituents. Unhappily the ill will that ac- 
cumulated on the Hill during the fifties would feed the hostility 
of the wartime Congresses toward people whom northern mem- 
bers had attacked sharply and often unjustly during the pre- 
ceding decade. 

Meanwhile a disturbing new element entered into the city’s 
relations with the federal government. Ever since Congress had 
agreed in the 1820’s to use the proceeds of sales of land acquired 
from the original proprietors to reimburse the municipality for 
work undertaken on federal property, the corporation had anx- 
iously watched the shrinkage of salable lots. By 1855 only value- 
less sites remained, “the refuse lots that have been in the 
market more than sixty years,” and by 1856 no unsold lots 
whatsoever. Consequently when a Senate report declared a 
gift of western lands for local school support inexpedient and 
of “doubtful constitutionality,” citizens saw that thenceforward 
they could not count on federal aid for any local project. In 
fact, Congress would haggle for years over paying the city for 
repairs to the government-owned Long Bridge. After 1857 the 
only concession the city corporation won was conditional title 
to the Pennsylvania Avenue site of the sixty-year-old Centre 
Market, a grant contingent upon the city’s completing before 
mid-1862 a new market-house to replace the dilapidated, old, 
moss-covered frame building. That proviso, plus the congres- 
sional fiat to increase the municipal debt to pay for the building, 
robbed the gift of most of its value.’ 


8 News, 7 Feb 1852, 18 Feb 1854; Cong Globe, 32C, 2S, p. 901, 34C, 1S, 
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City officials, for their part, did little to earn congressional 
respect. They were on the whole a quarrelsome and undistin- 
guished lot. Their task, it is true, was far more difficult than 
had been Seaton’s and his associates’ in the 1840's, for popula- 
tion rose by 50 percent during the fifties, and some 5,800 
European immigrants, a number of them non-English-speaking, 
complicated problems in a city in which a year’s residence 
opened the polls to every adult white male. Possibly the lesser 
calibre of councilmen grew out of the reluctance of voters long 
denied the franchise to elect men from the propertied class that 
had ruled “in might” for nearly half a century; representatives 
of the lower ranks of society may well have seemed safer, and 
American equalitarianism pronounced one man’s opinion as 
good as another’s. The turnover in office was constant. Attorney 
Walter Lenox, mayor from 1850 to 1852 and scion of an old 
Washington family, was a defender of slavery and an aristocrat 
to whose views the rank and file of the council soon took excep- 
tion. His successor, the gentle John Maury, was beloved as a 
man but was a singularly inept politician, while John Towers, 
a printer elected by the Know Nothings in 1854, was the help- 
less creature of his party. Bluff Dr. William Magruder divided 
his energies between his medical practice and his mayoral duties, 
to the cost of both. Self-important ex-Postmaster James Berret, 
first elected mayor in 1858, won a second term in 1860, but, 
like his four predecessors, he was unable to conduct an effective 
administration. All five men tended to view Washington as a 
national monument for which Congress should bear a large 
part of the cost, an attitude that created resentment on the Hill 
and lowered civic morale.” 
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As municipal revenues mounted to three times the figure for 
1849, instead of using the money for the needs of the growing 
community, mayors and councils cut the tax rate, slice by slice, 
from 75 to 60 cents and in 1859 to 55 cents, half the rate of 
the mid-thirties. Georgetown, with far less wealth, during most 
of the decade imposed 25 percent higher taxes than her neigh- 
bor. Curtailment of the proportion of Washington’s budget 
allotted to debt reduction more than balanced the increased 
expenditures for streets and water mains." (See Table IV.) 
Indeed, the entire record of the 1850’s indicates a community 
caught unprepared for expansion, a village formerly controlled 
by two or three hundred knowledgeable property-owners which 
found itself suddenly converted into a burgeoning city run by 
inexperienced men who did not know what they wanted or how 
to get it. 

Improvement in the condition of the streets constituted the 
corporation’s chief claim to efficiency, although, as grading and 
gravelling went forward, altercation attended every change 
until Congress in 1859 issued an official listing of grades. In 
1853 the city installed gas lamps along the principal thorough- 
fares and employed a tender to light them on moonless nights. 
For the first time street signs then went up on the lamp posts, 
and an ordinance required every building to display its number. 
About the same time the council got congressional permission 
to lay sewers to drain surface water into the canal or the river. 
The consequent digging in the streets coupled with the excavat- 
ing for new buildings created clouds of dust in dry weather and 
left the highways thick with mud after every rain. Representa- 
tive Billinghurst, fresh from Juneau, Wisconsin, described the 
winds “lifting the sand and dust of the streets and filling the 
whole atmosphere, sometimes for hours making the streets al- 
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TABLE IV 
Ciry ExPENDITURES 1849-18604 








1848-49 1853-54 1857-58 1859-60 
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Total $122,140 $235,023 $299,125 $377,344 


% of total for: 
ADMINISTRATION 14.6 13.5 10.3 9.6 


INTEREST & REDUCTION 
OF DEBT 48.0 96.4: 25.1 92.5 


POOR RELIEF 
(including Washington 
Asylum ) 5.4 4.6 6.1 5.8 


HEALTH (including abate- 
ment of nuisances and 


medical services to poor ) 6 3.7 A.5 2.1 
SCHOOLS te 6.6 6.4 7.6 
LAW ENFORCEMENT A 6.7 6.1 12-3 
PUBLIC WORKS UT. 34.4 33.9 Sileh, 

Street grading and 

lighting 12.3 24.4 19.8 14.8 

Laying Sewers \ 1.8 3.4 3 


Maintenance of 
pumps and laying 


of water mains 4.0 3.0 2.8 19.2 

Bridges and canals A A. 4.4 1.9 

Markets and wharfs 1.0 ibaa! 3.0 1.5 
AID TO PRIVATE 

FIRE COMPANIES del 5 OAR 
MISCELLANEOUS yl 2.6 5.5 lh re 





a Data compiled from Wshg Laws. 
b Including salaries of ward commissioners and the pay of ward scavengers. 
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most impassible. Men . . . go with hankerchiefs or screens 
before their faces. P’'ve been caught . . . two or three times and 
nearly suffocated and blinded.” Impossible as it was to keep 
gravelled surfaces clean, Pennsylvania Avenue was little better. 
In the summer of 1856 Congress was driven to spend nearly 
$2,000 for watering the stretch between the Hill and the Treas- 
ury and in 1860 to order that mile laid with cobblestones.” 

Householders still dumped garbage and slops into the alleys 
and roadways. The result, unpleasant when the city had con- 
tained only a few hundred families, was a menace to health 
when that number tripled. Pigs scavenged freely, dug hog 
wallows in the roads, and besmirched buildings and fences. 
Slaughter houses heightened the nauseous odors. Rats and 
cockroaches infested most dwellings, including the White 
House. In summer, flies swarmed from stables and the dung 
on the streets, and mosquitoes bred by millions in the stagnant 
ponds scattered through the city. Faulty drainage about some 
of the public pumps exposed whole neighborhoods to dysentery 
and typhoid fever. Fear of a cholera epidemic like that of 1832 
inspired Mayor Seaton in 1849 to appoint ward “sanitary com- 
mittees” to assist the board of health in seeing that lime was 
spread over the worst danger spots, but the mortality rate that 
year ran close to 35 per 1,000, nearly half among children 
under one year of age. Infant mortality was appalling. The 
board of health explained that “the larger proportion of these 
deaths are from among the children of negro, of foreign, and 
of destitute native parents, who usually reside in alleys and in 
the suburbs.” Doctors had no remedy to offer. One mayor after 
another talked of enforcing the ordinances against throwing 
refuse into the streets, but all agreed that “the difficulty of 
ascertaining the violators of the law, and procuring the testi- 
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mony necessary to convict, has rendered it almost a nullity.” 
The city councils decided to employ additional scavengers and 
let other action wait till the finished aqueduct furnished abun- 
dant water to street hydrants.” His 

While looking forward to the introduction of aqueduct water, 
officials made no preparations for a city-wide system of sanitary 
sewers. Certainly the scheme the federal government had intro- 
duced provided no useful model. The sewers from the Capitol 
emptied underground near the brow of the Hill and from there 
drained harmlessly down toward the Mall, but the sewage 
from the White House and the departmental offices nearby 
debouched in the low-lying ground between the Executive 
Mansion and the canal; what is today the Ellipse thus became 
a fetid marsh. The later extension of the pipes to discharge into 
the canal was a very minor improvement. From the Patent 
Office and Post Office the sewers fed into a branch of Tiber 
Creek that cut between 9th and 10th Streets and emptied into 
the canal. In that shallow waterway the sewage which had been 
carried out into the river at ebb tide was washed back in at high. 
Accumulated sediment at times stopped the flow altogether and 
turned the canal into a stagnating open cesspool. Yet the city 
fathers, after building several sewers for surface drainage, 
expressly forbade their use for sanitary purposes. Upon pay- 
ment of a special tax householders might drain water from their 
cellars into a city main, but the sewage from the hotels and the 
few private houses equipped with water closets fed into nearby 
streams and vacant lots.** 

Progress on developing a good public school system was also 
dishearteningly slight. By the mid-fifties 37 teachers in 24 
school rooms were trying to instruct 2,200 children; in some 
classes the pupil-teacher ratio stood at 70 to 1, and the more 

18 News, 24 Aug 1850, 23 Aug, 6, 7, Sep 1851, 24 Nov 1855, 25 Jul 
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advanced pupils had to teach the younger. Moreover, to the 
intense disappointment of people who had hoped to see all 
children in the city enrolled in schools under competent teach- 
ers, half the white population of school age was getting no 
schooling at all. Washington’s quandary indeed epitomized the 
problems that public education in America would face for the 
next hundred years. The trustees anxiously discussed whether 
to open additional schools, regardless of quality, or whether to 
attempt to raise teachers’ pitifully small salaries, multiply staff, 
build schoolhouses to replace overcrowded, ill-ventilated, badly 
lighted, rented rooms, and otherwise improve the existing 
schools. Either course would take money. 

While a few people believed a two-dollar instead of a one- 
dollar poll tax would finance expansion, others, wary of the 
spectre of higher taxes, urged well-to-do parents to send their 
children to private schools and thus lighten the public burden. 
Although the salaries of low ranking government clerks aver- 
aged $1,200 a year, one councilman contended that teachers 
with $500 and $600 salaries were overpaid; he conceded that 
$200 might be too little. To some Washingtonians the obvious 
solution seemed to be an annual appropriation from Congress. 

Georgetowners joined in making an appeal, while residents 
of the county where 4,000 people had only two “languishing” 
private schools added a petition of their own. Congress obliged 
the county to the extent of authorizing it to tax itself for the 
purpose, on condition that a referendum of taxpayers endorse 
the plan. The county overwhelmingly rejected it; the consider- 
able area beyond the cities’ limits was to remain practically 
schoolless for another nine years. Several senators believed the 
District entitled to the same kind of aid the states and territories 
obtained from the federal government, but local importuning 
irked many members. A bill nevertheless passed the Senate in 
1858 which, while ignoring Georgetown, granted Washington 
$20,000 a year for five years, provided that the city raise yearly 
an equal amount by special tax. John Hale of New Hampshire 
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proposed that Negro taxes be set aside for colored public 
schools, but, when Senator Toombs of Georgia objected, a 
compromise exempted all Negro property from the new tax. 
The House never so much as discussed the bill; it died on the 
vine.” 

Left to draw on her own resources, Washington increased 
the school budget enough to allow a salary scale ranging from 
$300 for female assistant teachers to $900 for male principals 
and to cover the costs of three night classes for boys who worked 
in printers’ shops during the day. The night classes never ma- 
terialized, and the public school teachers, if conscientious, were 
rarely well trained. A Teachers’ Institute formed in 1849 at 
the suggestion of Joseph Henry of the Smithsonian Institution 
awakened discouragingly little interest. By 1860 about twenty- 
nine hundred pupils, approximately 29 percent of the white 
children of school age, were enrolled in the public schools, in 
contrast to 78 percent in some northern cities. Illiteracy in the 
District had by then risen to nearly 11 percent of the white 
population.** 

Private schools provided all education beyond the elementary 
in both Washington and Georgetown. Some thirty-three hun- 
dred boys and girls attended private institutions, either those for 
beginners or one of the forty-two academies and young ladies’ 
seminaries. Sisters taught at the Catholic orphanages and at the 
Convent of the Visitation in Georgetown, where daughters of 
many well-to-do families, Protestant as well as Catholic, received 
an excellent education. At the Washington Seminary Jesuits 
prepared young men for admission to Georgetown College, and 
after 1858 the seminary, under the name of Gonzaga College, 
offered an enlarged curriculum. But, like Georgetown and 

15 News, 19 Jan, 24 Sep, 31 Dec 1853, 28 Jan 1854; S Misc Doc 22, 33C, 
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Columbian Colleges, the academies and finishing schools did 
not touch the lives of most District residents.’ People troubled 
at seeing the capital of the republic disregard the public obliga- 
tion to educate its children were unable to overcome the parsi- 
mony or obliviousness of their fellow citizens. 

Growing lawlessness was another source of humiliation to 
civic-minded Washingtonians. In the mid-forties they had be- 
lieved in the city’s essential orderliness, in spite of the firehouse 
gangs; after 1850 vandalism, arson, prostitution, thievery, rob- 
bery, and assault worsened every year. By 1858 a Senate com- 
mittee reported: “Riot and bloodshed are of daily occurrence. 
Innocent and unoffending persons are shot, stabbed, and other- 
wise shamefully maltreated, and not unfrequently the offender 
is not even arrested.” The increase in juvenile delinquency was 
especially distressing. Public opinion advocated special treat- 
ment of juvenile lawbreakers, but the District legal system pro- 
vided neither the court machinery nor any place to keep them in 
custody except in the county jail along with hardened criminals. 
Several members of the House suggested that the presence of 
Congress attracted criminals like flies around a honey-pot; upon 
adjournment crime seemed to subside. Joseph Gales and Wil- 
liam Seaton viewed the rise in violence more perceptively as 
a natural, albeit deplorable, accompaniment of rapid urban 
growth, and Senator Andrew Johnson of Tennessee, pointing 
to Baltimore, New York, Cincinnati, and New Orleans, re- 
minded his associates: “Pockets are picked, men are garroted 
or robbed in those cities as well as here.” That was thin com- 
fort to conscientious local citizens. And the District marshal 
declared “troubles and disorders have increased much faster 
than the population.”** 

Some of these troubles were manifestly the fruit of extreme 
partisan feeling, particularly during the years when the Know 


17 News, 27 Oct 1849, 20 Jul 1850, 6 Feb 1858; Sketch of Gonzaga Col- 
lege. 

18 Wshg Laws, 16 Jul 1852; Rpt Sec/Int, 1858, p. 701, Ser 974; Cong 
Globe, 35C, 1S, pp. 1460, 1462, 1671-72; N.1., 5 Jun 1855, 8 Jun 1858 and 
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Nothing party was spreading its anti-foreign, anti-Catholic 
credo throughout the country. The “Pope stone episode” was an 
example: in 1854 a band of Know Nothings gathered at mid- 
night at the Washington Monument, locked up the watchman, 
and then defaced and threw into the Potomac a block of marble 
from the Temple of Concord in Rome which the Pope had 
presented for the memorial shaft. The next year Know Noth- 
ings acting under a thin cloak of legality seized all the property 
of the Monument Society, thereby destroying its chances of 
raising money for the work. Political feuding took more serious 
form two years later when partisans, abetted by “Plug Uglies” 
from Baltimore, in a fight at the polls at the Northern Liberties 
Market, brought up a loaded cannon; the President, at Mayor 
Magruder’s request, called out the Marines, but city officials 
then closed the polls because it was “inconsistent with the 
principles of free government to ask citizens to exercise the 
right of suffrage under the guns and bayonets of the regulars.” 
The regulars nevertheless in dispersing the crowd fired into it 
and killed or wounded a score of spectators. Political warfare, 
only slightly less vicious in succeeding elections, created golden 
opportunities for the city’s new underworld.” 

Nor was crime confined to the lower ranks of society. Mem- 
bers of Congress addicted to gambling, duelling, and other 
vices set a sorry example. A congressman shot a waiter in a 
Washington hotel and went scot free. On the floor of the Senate 
an assailant threatened Thomas Benton of Missouri at the point 
of a pistol, Preston Brooks of South Carolina subjected Charles 
Sumner to a savage caning, and fist fights during sessions more 
than once ended in duels. In Lafayette Square on a Sunday 
afternoon in 1859 Congressman Daniel Sickles, after learning 
of his wife’s infidelity, openly murdered her lover, Philip Barton 
Key, son of the author of the Star Spangled Banner. Sickles’ 
acquittal and the cheers with which the court-room audience 

19 History Wshg Monument, pp. 52-64, Ser 4436; N.I., 29, 30 May 1855, 


1, 15, 30 Jun 1857; ptns, H34A-G4.7, 3 Mar 1856, H35A-F4.8, n.d.; News, 
26 Apr 1856, 23 May, 6 Jun, 23 Jul 1857. 


216 


THE CITY AND THE HILL 


greeted the verdict convinced many Americans of “the un- 
paralleled depravity of Washington society.””° 

The establishment of a salaried police department in 1851 at 
first seemed to improve matters, but even when the corporation 
added 10 constables to the staff of 17 daytime officers, put the 
men in uniform, and employed an emergency night watch of 
40 men to supplement the 30-man federal auxiliary guard, the 
force was too small to patrol effectively so spread-out a city. 
Baltimore, considerably smaller in area than Washington, main- 
tained a 400-man department, about one patrolman to every 
850 residents, whereas the capital with valuable government 
property to protect had a permanent force of 57, a ratio of one 
officer for every 1,050 inhabitants. The Senate District Com- 
mittee advocated a metropolitan police force under federal con- 
trol, but angry disagreement in both houses over who should 
appoint the officers and who pay the bills shelved the proposal.” 

Congress and city, however, saw eye to eye about the need 
of legal and judicial reform. Court sentences were at times 
severe—a prison term of fifteen months, for example, for steal- 
ing “a blue cloak.” What a senator in mid-century dubbed “the 
present old and infirm system of laws” not only occasioned 
maddening and expensive delays in litigation but sometimes 
inflicted injustice. To get a divorce in the District of Columbia 
required a special act of Congress; to get a judgment in a 
criminal case might take months of waiting in jail pending trial. 
Old and young, guilty and innocent, including people held 
merely as material witnesses, were thrown together in the evil- 
smelling building on Judiciary Square under conditions more 
prone to breed than discourage crime. The rehabilitation of © 
prisoners was equally unlikely at the federal penitentiary. There, 
inspectors noted, a shortage of uniforms forced convicts “to 
wear winter clothing for eight months of the year without 


20 Dr. Thomas Foster to Alexander Ramsey, 28 Sep 1850, and John H. 
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change” even during a dysentery epidemic. Convinced that the 
machinery of law enforcement would run smoother under better 
laws, in 1855 Congress appointed commissioners to revise and 
codify District law, but the draft when submitted to a citizens’ 
referendum in 1858 met with nearly universal criticism; only 
a small minority thought the proposed code better than none. 
The rejection meant that the District had to wait till 1863 for 
a reorganized judiciary and till 1901 for a codification of its 
laws.” 

“Intemperance,” Mayor Lenox asserted in 1851, “is the cause 
almost exclusively of all the disturbances and pauperism which 
afflict our community.” Unlike the Reverend James Lowrie, 
who seven years earlier had identified unemployment and low 
wages as the chief source of dependency in the city, the mayor 
put his faith in “anti-tippling” ordinances and the exhortations 
of total abstinence societies.** Although Congress occasionally 
voted small sums for relief, by 1859 suffering had become so 
acute in the poorer wards of the city that Mayor Berret and 
the council created a central board which took over most of the 
functions of the former ward overseers of the poor. Nearly 6 
percent of the municipal budget that year went for direct relief 
and for care of the poor at the Washington Asylum. Otherwise 
public assistance to the needy repeated the pattern established 
when the community was little more than a village. When the 
Asylum burned in 1857, a number of, Washingtonians urged 
a geographical separation between the almshouse and the work- 
house, but the corporation, presumably as a matter of economy, 
again put one alongside the other, thereby forcing “the unfor- 
tunate poor” into close association with convicted vagrants, 
prostitutes, and drunkards.” 

22 Ptns, S31A-H5, May, Jun, Jul 1850, S82A-H4, 29 Mar 52, S35A-H2, 
29 Mar 1852, S35A-H2, 29 Apr 1858; Rpts Sec/Int, 1858, p. 701, Ser 974, 
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The churches, charitable societies, and individuals were still 
the community’s chief almoners. In Georgetown, where acute 
want ordinarily was less widespread than in Washington, a 
legacy from a private citizen built a poorhouse, and later a gift 
of $10,000 from W. W. Corcoran enabled the city to handle 
poor relief without appealing to Congress. The transient pau- 
pers who complicated Washington’s problem rarely sought 
refuge in the smaller city. In the capital the orphanages en- 
listed more interest than any other philanthropy. Besides the 
Washington Orphan Asylum and St. Vincent’s, two additional 
institutions opened, first, St. Joseph’s Orphanage for boys under 
the aegis of Catholic laymen and, in 1860, through the efforts 
of a Catholic sister, St. Ann’s home for foundlings. Of a dozen 
other new charities some were short-lived, some were the suc- 
cessors of disintegrating older societies. Thus the Guardian 
Society founded in 1853 took over much of the work of the 
Female Union Benevolent and Employment Society, though not 
before the aging ladies of that enlightened organization had 
vainly tried to introduce system into fund-raising by means of 
regular yearly subscriptions instead of haphazard contributions. 
The newer body, the three hundred “Guardians of the Poor,” 
undertook to find jobs for the unemployed, open Sunday and 
weekday schools with the help of the Washington Bible So- 
ciety, and established a widows’ and orphans’ home, which, 
with the cooperation of the courts, might serve as a “House of 
Refuge” for destitute children charged with delinquency.” 

Only one significant philanthropic innovation came about. It 
originated with that extraordinary humanitarian, Amos Ken- 
dall, President Jackson’s Postmaster General, chief figure in the 
“Kitchen cabinet,” and later head of the telegraph company; 





Sep 1852, 26 Jan 1856, 7 Mar 1857, 23 Jan 1858; ptn, H32A-F5.6, 2 Mar 
1853; Cong Globe, 34C, 1S, pp. 355-57, 362-64, 385, 432. 

25 Ggtn Ordinances, 30 Dec 1854, 28 Apr 1855, 7 Feb 1857; News, 8 
Feb 1851, 15 Sep, 17 Nov 1852, 21 Nov 1857; Cong Globe, 33C, 2S, pp. 
169, 228, 34C, 1S, 388-89 and App., p. 6, 35C, 1S, p. 791; ptn, H36A-G4.1, 
2 Apr 1860. See also “Historical Sketches of the Charities and Reformatory 
Institutions in the District of Columbia,” pp. 2-5, 8-18, 102-03, 116, in S 
Rpt 781, 55C, 2S, Ser 3665. 


219 


THE CITY AND THE HILL 


the fear he had inspired in political enemies and his unwilling- 
ness to mingle in society had long concealed from his neighbors 
in his adopted city his tender-hearted concern for the weak and 
helpless. In 1856 he found a half-dozen deaf and dumb children 
living in squalor, virtually enslaved by a man who claimed them 
as apprentices. Kendall took them into his own house and began 
teaching them there while he and his friends pressed Congress 
to charter a school and appropriate money for its support. Con- 
gress moved quickly. The act of incorporation of February 
1857 set up a board of trustees and provided for the payment 
from Treasury funds of $150 yearly for the tuition and keep of 
“each deaf, dumb or blind pupil properly belonging to the Dis- 
trict of Columbia” whose parents could not afford to pay fees. 
Kendall deeded to the Columbia Institution for the Deaf, 
Dumb, and Blind his land and farmhouse at Kendall Green just 
north of Boundary Street, the city contributed a small sum of 
money, and individual donors gave more. The trustees put Dr. 
Edward Gallaudet in charge, an experienced teacher and the 
son of Thomas Gallaudet, who had first introduced into Amer- 
ica the sign language method of teaching deaf mutes. 

Dr. Gallaudet with three other teachers, two of them in- 
structors for the blind, and with his mother as matron opened 
the school to fifteen children in August 1857. Enrollment in- 
creased rapidly; Congress soon included Army and Navy chil- 
dren among the beneficiaries, and the spreading fame of the 
school drew paying pupils from the District, Maryland, and 
other states. In 1860 the trustees fell heir to the $4,000 which 
Dr. Gallaudet’s grandfather and his associates had raised twen- 
ty years before to found a manual labor and agricultural school 
for orphans. Manual training and work on the farm were im- 
portant features of the school at Kendall Green from the first. 
Dr. Gallaudet’s skillful, albeit highly sentimental, appeals in 
his annual reports to Congress elicited added appropriations 
year after year, but the institution remained quasi-public; pri- 
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vate citizens directed its course and individual gifts supple- 
mented federal and municipal money.*° 

While the fumbling of city officials reflected the uncertainty 
of much of the local public about civic aims, men who wanted 
above all to make Washington the intellectual and artistic as 
well as the political capital of the United States could see some 
progress during the 1850’s. For the achievements of the Smith- 
sonian Institution, the scientific work of the Coast Survey and 
the Naval Observatory, in 1857 the founding of the American 
Institute of Architects with headquarters in Washington, 
and W. W. Corcoran’s decision to build an art gallery for his 
collection of paintings and sculpture opened up long vistas. 
Numerous comments, no one conclusive by itself, indicate that 
a growing body of Washingtonians had come to believe that the 
city’s ultimate place in American life would depend not so much 
upon an outer mien of order and efficient municipal service as 
upon an inner distinction born of contributions to human know]- 
edge and awareness of beauty. 

In 1849 dissension about the proper interpretation of James 
Smithson’s will was still dividing the board of regents of the 
Smithsonian Institution. For the time being, Joseph Henry, 
Dallas Bache, and others of the regents compromised with 
those who wanted to use the entire $30,000 annual income for 
a great national library or for a museum and art gallery; until 
1854 half the total went into those semi-popular projects. 
Henry, however, won a valuable ally in 1850 when he en- 
gaged an outstanding young naturalist, Spencer Fullerton Baird 
of Carlyle, Pennsylvania, to take charge of the museum. Slight 
in stature and mild in manner, Baird possessed the true sci- 
entist’s passion for research, a benign disposition, and an ex- 
traordinary capacity to convert other people to his point of 


26 § Rpt 781, 55C, 2S, pp. 21-24, Ser 3665; Rpts Sec/Int, 1857, pp. 744- 
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view.’ Due to Baird’s loyal, unobtrusive support and Bache’s 
vigorous backing, Henry succeeded before the end of the fifties 
in setting the Smithsonian Institution upon the path he believed 
it should follow. 

From the beginning Henry had advocated some support for 
applied research. Soon after he came to Washington he had 
arranged to have telegraph offices in every part of the country 
send in regular weather reports on the basis of which meteorol- 
ogists could in time evolve a weather forecasting system. Yet, 
like government scientists a hundred years later, he felt the 
United States paid disproportionate attention to the diffusion of 
knowledge and too little to its increase, that is, to basic re- 
search. The function of the Smithsonian, he argued, was “to 
give an impulse to original thought, which, amidst the strife of 
politics, and the inordinate pursuit of wealth, is of all things 
most desirable.” His report for 1853 noted: “A miscellaneous 
and general library, museum and gallery of art, though im- 
portant in themselves, have from the first been considered . . . 
to be too restricted in their operations and too local in their in- 
fluence, to meet the comprehensive intentions of the testator; 
and the hope has been cherished that . . . the whole income of 
the Smithsonian fund may be devoted to the more legitimate 
objects of the noble bequest.” That plea killed the plan to make 
the Institution a library. In the meantime Baird’s learning and 
skill were quietly converting into real research tools the speci- 
mens brought to Washington by government exploring parties. 
When Henry saw that the museum was in fact contributing to 
the advance of knowledge, he accepted for the Smithsonian cus- 
tody of the remains of the “National Cabinet of Curiosities” 
long moldering in the Patent Office, on condition that Congress 
recognize federal responsibility for the national collections. The 
upshot was an annual appropriation from Congress of $4,000 
for the “Museum of the Smithsonian Institution,” leaving the 
bulk of the legacy for the publication of research findings in the 
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Smithsonian Contributions to Knowledge and for badly needed 
support of strategically selected projects of inductive science. 
In unfurling the banner of original research, Joseph Henry per- 
formed his single greatest service. By 1859 Smithsonian funds 
were dedicated first and foremost to “the encouragement of the 
study of theoretical principles and the advancement of abstract 
knowledge.” 

The museum under Baird’s direction nevertheless constituted 
for much of the public the mainstay of the Institution. Visitors 
were fascinated and informed by the exhibits—a stuffed orangu- 
tan in a glass case, “all kinds of birds, fish, animals and many 
beautiful pictures.” Two rooms of the museum housed an art 
gallery where gifts and paintings on loan lined the walls. Some 
two hundred canvases by John Mix Stanley hung in one room 
while he waited in vain for Congress to vote the money to buy 
them. Painted on the western plains and in the mountains when 
he was accompanying transcontinental exploring parties in the 
1840's, Stanley’s scenes of Indian life and portraits of Indian 
chiefs presented an authentic record of forty-three different 
tribes which was invaluable to ethnologists; his dramatic land- 
scapes delighted the more casual viewer. Unfortunately fire 
would destroy the Stanley collection in 1865. Small as the gal- 
lery was in the fifties, its existence quickened interest in paint- 
ing and sculpture. The succession of European portrait painters 
who once had set up studios in Washington had ceased long 
before mid-century, but a newly formed Washington Art As- 
sociation held a first exhibit in 1857: “the pictures and statuary, 
all by native artists of the U.S.,” wrote one enthusiast, “have 
excited the admiration of visitors from all quarters of the Union 
as well as foreigners resident in Washington.” The Smith- 
sonian opened its halls also for meetings of scientific societies 
and once or twice a year for artists’ and music teachers’ con- 
ventions. Washingtonians, moreover, had free access to the 
32,000 volumes acquired for the Smithsonian library. Indeed, 
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although neither Henry nor Baird were concerned with popu- 
larizing, and occasional complaints sounded about the exces- 
sively erudite character of the public lectures held under their 
auspices, the Norman castle on the Mall by 1860 had become in 
a very real sense a community cultural center.” 

Despite the resources of the federal government, a city of 
40,000 inhabitants in mid-century, more than 10,000 of them 
colored and therefore without influence, could not supply the 
richness of artistic opportunity to be found in larger American 
cities. Yet music, some of it provided by Negro church choirs, 
commanded more receptive audiences than ever before. In De- 
cember 1850 Jenny Lind sang at the National Theatre. If the 
Swedish nightingale evoked less rapture in the capital than in 
Cincinnati, for example, a young Washingtonian declared it 
was only because “we are too dignified, we are supposed to be 
too well acquainted with Talent and Genius, to exhibit any 
very great wonder. .. . But as for me I was perfectly entranced.” 
To hear Jenny “cost us thirty dollars, fourteen dollars for two 
tickets, four for hack hire,” and twelve for the clothes the oc- 
casion demanded, but Mary Bowen considered the reward well 
worth the inroads upon her husband’s modest income. Chamber 
music was still a rarity in 1860, a full orchestra concert un- 
known, and grand opera companies never allotted the city more 
than seven or eight performances a year, but whereas in the 
1840’s Washington “managed to get. along reasonably well 
with Ethiopian minstrels, peripatetic Italian vocalists, a brace 
of musical conventions, to say nothing of the slow and softly- 
subdued home productions of our own Marine Band,” during 
the 1850’s German residents organized a Maennerchor, and 
other choral societies were formed.*° 
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Other than newspaper correspondents, writers were few. 
Thackeray enjoyed being lionized in the American capital dur- 
ing his lecture tour of 1853, but he was not impressed by any 
local literary lights at the parties given in his honor. George 
Watterston was no longer writing by that time, and he died in 
1854. The verses and historical sketches of that dedicated 
Mason, B. B. French, were appearing at intervals in Masonic 
journals, and Thomas Benton spent two of the last years of his 
life in his pleasant house near Judiciary Square in writing 
Thirty Years’ View. In 1852 Emma D. E. N. Southworth, a 
courageous young Georgetown widow, published the first of 
the fifty-odd novels by which she would keep the wolf from her 
door for the next forty years, while Abigail Dodge, using Gail 
Hamilton as her pen name, during visits in the Gamaliel Bailey 
household wrote some of the pieces for the Congregationalist 
and the National Era which early won her a considerable repu- 
tation. But Washingtonians, however “well acquainted with 
Talent and Genius,” produced no literary masterpieces. In the 
winter of 1849-1850, however, Bulwer Lytton, then aide to 
his uncle, the British minister, composed the romantic poem 
which, when published in 1860, led countless readers to name 
their daughters Lucile. Not until later did Washington host- 
esses learn that “Owen Meredith” was one and the same as the 
attractive young Englishman who had secretly written poetry 
in the brownstone house looking out over Lafayette Square 
when he was not dining and dancing with the belles of the 
capital.* 

Neither did society leaders realize that the amusing and 
penniless young government clerk who attended their parties 
with such gusto was destined to become one of the most famous 
American painters of the century. Years after he had been dis- 
missed from the Coast Survey for his inattention to his job, 
James McNeill Whistler wrote: “I was apt to be late, I was so 

81 Eyre Crowe, With Thackeray in America, pp. 112-24; Paul Wilstach, 


“Literary Landmarks of the National Capital,” Bookman, cri (Jul 1916), 
pp. 493-94; Gail Hamilton’s Life in Letters, 1, 161ff. 


225 


THE CITY AND THE TILL 


busy socially. I lived in a small room, but it was amazing how 
I was asked and went everywhere—to balls, to the legations, to 
all that was going on. . . and, when IJ had not a dress-suit, pin- 
ning up the tails of my black frock coat, and turning it into a 
dress coat for the occasion.” 

Social functions, if lacking some of the é/an of earlier years, 
went on much as before, albeit with little or no help from the 
Presidents’ wives. Mrs. Zachary Taylor shut herself up on the 
second floor of the White House and received only a few inti- 
mate friends; Mrs. Fillmore, formerly an impecunious school- 
teacher, possessed abundant good sense and good will but had 
scant social finesse, and Mrs. Pierce, shattered by the death of 
her only son shortly before her husband’s election, gave herself 
over to her grief. Harriet Lane, however, President Buchanan’s 
beautiful niece who acted as hostess for her bachelor uncle, 
showed a tact and poise in presiding over the White House 
which, rising political tensions notwithstanding, restored grace 
to official dinners and receptions. By and large, “society as 
usual” appeared to be the tacit motto. While the considerable 
group who enjoyed sociable evenings in the Gamaliel Bailey’s 
hospitable parlor preferred to avoid the company of advocates 
of the slavocracy, good manners enabled political opposites to 
exchange civilities. Not many months after Chief Justice Taney 
read out the Supreme Court’s momentous Dred Scott decision 
denying American citizenship to anyone of African descent, 
southerners and northerners together attended the magnificent 
masquerade given by Senator and Mrs. William Gwin of Cali- 
fornia in their I Street house, later the site of Doctors’ Hospital. 
Rumor had it that that ball launched the fatal liaison between 
southern-bred Philip Barton Key and the wife of northern-born 
Daniel Sickels. Political differences failed to disrupt the 
charmed circle that Dallas Bache drew about him in his living 
quarters at the Coast Survey in the “old-fashioned barrack of a 
house on the edge of Capitol Hill overlooking Pennsylvania 
avenue.” ‘There Senator and Mrs. Jefferson Davis were always 
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welcome. After the Civil War Mrs. Davis recalled the “real 
noctes ambrosianae” when the eminent scientist and his petite, 
witty wife swept their guests into a large sparsely furnished 
hall, warmed by bright wood fires, the walls lined with strange- 
looking instruments that showed dimly in the yellow candle- 
light; having dismissed the servants, host and hostess them- 
selves served their friends, Bache with the connoisseur’s en- 
thusiasm decanting the choice wines he had learned to appre- 
ciate during his European sojourn.** 

In the autumn of 1859, the Star, always eager to boost Wash- 
ington’s standing, painted a picture of the “Federal Metropolis” 
unshadowed by divisive controversy: “Persons of wealth and 
taste . . . are coming more and more to appreciate the ad- 
vantages and pleasures of having a home among the public 
men of America while the latter are assembled together. No- 
where else in this country is equal intellectual and social society 
within the reach of any and all respectable persons as here, if 
anywhere else in the world. . . . In the northern cities what is 
termed fashionable society is intensely exclusive, the key to ad- 
mission to it being a golden one. Here, the lock is off and the 
door stands wide open for any to enter who may be so intelli- 
gent, entertaining and well-behaved as to prove agreeable ac- 
quaintances.”** 

Royal visitors helped lighten the social atmosphere in 1860. 
In May two Japanese princes and some twelve nobles, accom- 
panied by about sixty servants, engaged the attention of every- 
one in Washington. Come to negotiate a commercial treaty with 
the United States, the silk-kimonoed orientals were objects of 
wonder. “There we all stood,” wrote B. B. French, “men, 
women and children, niggers, irish and dutch; catholics, prot- 
estants and Mohammedans; Members of Congress, Judges, 
Governors, Diplomats, Artizans, Mechanics, Laborers, upper 
servants and menials; all in one democratic conglomerate . . . 
with our eyes and mouths open, gazing and gaping at that row 
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of Japanware paraded upon the portico of the White House.” 
Since even “Japanese Tommy,” the chief interpreter, spoke no 
western language but Dutch, social intercourse was limited 
largely to bows, handshakes, and smiles, but the brief stay. of 
the “celestials” formed a welcome diversion in a city uneasy 
over the recent choices of presidential nominating conventions. 
Also that autumn “Lord Renfrew” and a carefully chosen en- 
tourage captivated the upper brackets of Washington society. 
The fiction that the Prince of Wales was incognito enabled 
hostesses to entertain His Royal Highness without becoming 
hopelessly entangled in problems of etiquette. Inasmuch as “old 
Buck” considered a ball at the White House unsuitable, Miss 
Lane danced with Lord Renfrew at private houses, and in due 
course signed photographs of the royal family brought acknowl- 
edgment from Windsor Castle of these courtesies.** 

No decade of Washington’s history presents sharper con- 
trasts than the 1850’s. Poverty, squalor, prejudice, and violence 
were as abundantly evident as the “wealth and taste” to which 
the Star drew attention and as the tolerance and generosity that 
impressed Gamaliel Bailey. Few of the city’s critics then or 
later attributed any of the “depravity” they deplored to her 
temporary population or recognized that similar conditions pre- 
vailed in other American cities of the time. By the 1890's 
Washingtonians themselves would tend to belittle the qualities 
and achievements of the ante-bellum capital. Later generations, 
assuming that dirty, ill-lighted streets, parsimonious municipal 
councils, and an ineffectual police represented an utterly back- 
ward and graceless city, would be persuaded that such minor 
attractions as she could claim had stemmed solely from the 
contributions of outsiders—leading members of Congress, the 
diplomatic corps, and the most eminent of the seventeen hun- 
dred federal employees in the executive departments. Her most 
famous or gifted residents, it is true, were natives of other 

85 B, B. French to H. F. French, 20 May 1860, B. B. French Mss; Star, 
16 May 1860; Lida Mayo, “Japanese Fever,” ms in possession of the author; 
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places, but whether scientists like Bache and Henry, soldiers 
like old “Fuss and Feathers” General Scott, or former govern- 
ment officials like Amos Kendall, scores of notables thought of 
Washington as home and had thus become in effect Wash- 
Ingtonians. Class distinctions were clear-cut, but a family’s 
place in the social structure of the city rested less upon money 
than upon accomplishments and manners. The News pointed 
out that on Sundays workingmen and their families, “clean in 
their persons and decent in their dress,” promenaded on the 
terrace of the Capitol with “the beauty and fashion of the Na- 
tion.”*° Whatever the community’s vices, pretentiousness was 
not one. 

In the 1850’s Congress sniped at the municipality; mayors 
and councilmen frequently felt grievances against Congress. 
City and nation nevertheless were partners. President and Cab- 
inet members repeatedly turned to voteless local citizens for 
help; they it was who served as hosts for the nation. Their care- 
fully concealed fears for the safety of the Union betokened their 
identification with the United States. Behind the untidy outer 
shell lay a warm community spirit never exceeded in the grand- 
er city of later years. 


36 News, 5 Jul 1856. 
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CHAPTER IX 
THE EVE OF WAR, NOVEMBER 1860-MAY 1861 


= NORTH AND SOUTH, Americans knew that the 
TG presidential election of 1860 would be critical for 
ad the United States. A decade of mounting passion 
over the slavery issue meant that only the utmost statesman- 
ship could avert an open break between the slavocracy and the 
Free-Soil North. Upon the character of the man placed in the 
White House would rest the future of the nation. Washing- 
tonians’ knowledge that they could not vote in November in no 
way lessened the excitement in the capital. Although a rally 
reportedly attended by “not less than 10,000” supporters of 
John Breckenridge of Tennessee took place in July, a month 
earlier heavy voting in the municipal election had brought an 
independent candidate, Richard Wallach, within 24 ballots of 
defeating his Democratic opponent, Mayor James Berret, and 
put several avowed Republicans into the city council. In Octo- 
ber a band of “Wide Awakes” led a parade of some five hundred 
members of the local Republican Association, a number that led 
the Star to suggest that men who “sniffed” a Republican victory 
were hurriedly climbing on to the band wagon. As a few Ne- 
groes followed the procession, shouts greeted it: “D --n Nig- 
gers! They oughtn’t to be allowed on the streets,” until an 
Indiana congressman assured the crowd that Republicans 
wanted only to prevent the expansion of slavery into the terri- 
tories. Yet hatred of abolitionists flared up anew; northerners 
as well as southerners in Washington thought them anarchists 
ready to tear the Union apart.’ 

On Wednesday the 8th of November, a North Carolinian 
wrote from Washington: “Abraham Lincoln, the Black Repub- 
lican, is elected President of the United States, the greatest 
calamity that has ever befallen the United States. The sun that 

1 Star, 4 May, 5 Jun, 10 Jul, 1, 31 Aug, 13, 29 Oct, 7 Nov 1860; H Rpt 


79, 36C, 2S, p. 90, Ser 1105; anonymous to Thomas M. Newson, n.d. except 
1860, Thomas M. Newson Mss (Minn. His. Soc.). 
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rose on Tuesday morning cast its bright rays upon a powerful 
& noble Republic, in the evening it went down on a ruined 
tattered Union, for such I believe will be the result.” 

Washingtonians refused to believe in the inevitability of that 
judgment. Six weeks later when South Carolina announced her 
secession from the Union, businessmen and private household- 
ers ran up Union flags to underscore their disapproval, and the 
sight of anyone wearing the secessionist cockade evoked dis- 
mayed astonishment. Foreign-born residents of the capital were 
apparently as strongly opposed to disunion as were native 
Americans. Certainly Irish immigrants, though hostile to the 
remnants of anti-Catholic, anti-foreign Know-Nothingism in the 
Republican party, and though prone to despise Negroes, had 
little sympathy with the cause of southern planters.” A large 
part of the District’s native American population, on the other 
hand, had close family ties with the South. Of the 75,000 in- 
habitants of 1860, 14 percent were Maryland-born, 10 percent 
Virginia-born, and undoubtedly more than half the 47 percent 
born in the District were members of families southern in ori- 
gin. Those figures, to be sure, included 11,100 free Negroes 
whose opinions did not count.* But influential citizens, however 
anxious to have the Union endure, shrank from the idea of us- 
ing coercion against the South. And a few men flatly announced 
that they would not tolerate such measures.* — 

Nevertheless, during those months of uncertainty between 
November 1860 and May 1861 more than sentiment affected 
men’s behavior. Fear for the country’s business rode high in the 
big northern cities. Boston cotton brokers and mill owners 
assured each other that North and South would inevitably 
reach some compromise rather than permit civil war, with its 
evil consequences for southern cotton growers and northern 


2 Andrew Harllee to John Harllee, 8 Nov 1860, William Curry Harllee 
Mss (SHC); Star, 11, 13, 18, 22, 26 Dec 1860; Frederick Douglass, The 
Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, p. 562; David Macrae, The Americans 
at Home, p. 59. 

3 Fighth U.S. Census, 1860, Population, pp. 616-19. 

+H Rpt 79, 36C, 2S, p. 108, Ser 1105. 
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spinners alike. New York bankers prepared to exercise their 
power over the country’s money market, while worried mer- 
chants and shippers in Cincinnati and St. Louis considered 
ways to bring to bear all the pressure of the mid-West’s com- 
mercial interests to prevent war. Washingtonians and George- 
towners lacking a strong industrial and commercial position 
had no comparable weapon at their command. The Democratic 
defeat had undermined the position of W. W. Corcoran and 
other Washington bankers, leaving them without influence in 
national counsels. 

For Washington dissolution of the Union would spell far 
more than economic reverses; it would mean virtual annihilation. 
Were the Union to split peacefully, Washington, near the 
northern border of a southern confederacy, could not expect to 
be its capital; nor, in the seemingly unlikely event of Mary- 
land’s aligning herself with the non-slaveholding states, could 
the city hope to be the capital of a northern union. If no longer 
a capital, she must sink into insignificance. The Smithsonian 
Institution could hardly forestall that consequence. Yet if the 
incoming Republican administration refused either to make 
concessions to the South or to “let the erring sisters go in peace,” 
war must come, and in all probability Washington would be- 
come a beleaguered city and the entire District a battleground. 
Local business had already slumped. The price of slaves in 
Maryland and Virginia had been dropping for months. A week 
after the November election the Washington real estate market 
collapsed, and a few days later local banks suspended specie 
payments. In the eyes of permanent residents only a political 
compromise could save the Union. Without it, Washington was 
doomed. Optimists clung to faith that Congress would steer a 
way out of the dilemma, preferably by accepting Senator Crit- 
tenden’s proposal to extend the line of the Missouri Compro- 
mise to the California border and to leave slavery untouched in 
the District of Columbia as long as it existed in Virginia and 
Maryland. Former congresses had dealt with the problem in 
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1820 and 1850. Surely the 36th and 37th Congress could act 
as wisely.° 

Still doubts persisted. Before Congress convened in Decem- 
ber, some 250 respected citizens formed a Washington unit of 
the National Volunteers, an organization that had sprung up in 
Baltimore and other cities where Democrats anticipated trouble 
from Republican Wide Awakes. Stories circulated about “Black 
Republican” fanaticism; attacks on private property and indi- 
vidual liberties might be in store for the city as soon as Lincoln 
arrived to inaugurate “the reign of terror.” The sinister tales 
gained currency when in mid-January General Winfield Scott, 
the aged hero of the Mexican War and the commanding gen- 
eral of the Army, ordered 650 soldiers to the capital. Was 
President Buchanan about to proclaim martial law? Patently 
the President was seeking to protect federal property; the pres- 
ent 30-man auxiliary guard included southern political ap- 
pointees, the city police force was small, and the local militia 
ill-organized. Any small incident could precipitate a crisis. 
Rumors filled the street-corners and barrooms that a “southern 
conspiracy” was afoot to seize the city for the southern states, 
“string up the Black Republicans” and prevent Lincoln’s in- 
auguration. The stories had a certain underlying logic: with the 
capital in secessionists’ hands, foreign governments might rec- 
ognize a new southern nation; possession of the American state 
papers, the Treasury, the arsenal, and the Washington Navy 
Yard would strengthen the South immeasurably. In fact, with- 
out naming his source of information, General Scott asserted: 
“The leaders say secession is dead without Washington city; 
and it is still their intention to get possession of Washington by 
the fourth of March next, if possible.” If residents collaborated 
the deed might be done quickly. Most substantial householders, 
however, refused to take stock in the tale of an organized Fifth 
- Column composed of responsible Washingtonians; property- 
5 New York Herald, 13, 23 Nov 1860; Star, 15 Jan 1861; N.J., 17 Jan, 


28 Feb 1861. 
6 H Rpt 79, 36C, 2S, pp. 28, 74, 90, 105, Ser 1105; N.J., 6 Mar 1861, 
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owners, regardless of their political affiliations, had too much 
at stake to risk an invitation to violence. And yet, remembering 
the local gangs and the Baltimore “Plug-uglies” who had ter- 
rorized voters at the city elections of 1857 and 1858, solid 
citizens were alarmed.’ 

In the tense atmosphere of the capital as the Buchanan ad- 
ministration neared its end, northern congressmen began to 
look with suspicion upon the National Volunteers. That group 
might be the nucleus in Washington of the much-talked-of 
southern conspiracy. In late January a committee of the House 
undertook to investigate. General Scott’s testimony was not 
reassuring. While refusing to name his correspondents, he read 
to the committee three of the eighty-odd warning letters he had 
received. One described the impending seizure of Fort Sumter,. 
and two gave detailed accounts of the plan to take possession of 
Washington. Men with arms hidden in their baggage would 
drift into the city by two’s and three’s, house themselves unob- 
trusively with friends, and at 3:30 in the morning of Sunday, 
March 3, quietly sally forth to take the principal government 
buildings; when the city awoke she would find herself in seces- 
sionists’ hands. Less than half the local militia, General Scott 
declared, could be counted loyal. Other witnesses subpoenaed 
by the committee had little specific to offer. Most of them ex- 
pressed belief that the rumors were groundless. The federal 
Commissioner of Buildings explained, “There are a great many 
idle people here about Washington, who have no particular 
pursuit, and who hunt up all manner of stories and circulate 
them, give them to the gentlemen of the press who are here, 
and they are not over particular in inquiring into the facts, but 
use them as they receive them.” The mayor denied that anyone 
would attempt to interfere with Lincoln’s inauguration, but 
committee members, knowing him to be an ardent Democrat 
and displeased at his easy-going assumption that the militia 
could handle any local disturbance, were less than cordial to 
him. Seven months later Mayor Berret would be under arrest 


7 Star, 2, 5, 10, 11, 15 Jan 1861. 
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as a secessionist. The investigation ended without establishing 
evidence of a plot within the city. 

Arch southerners in and about Washington expressed their 
feelings plainly. A resident of Montgomery County, Maryland, 
who had been organizing a company of militia in order to pro- 
tect slaveholders, announced that his own slaves were worth 
$10,000 less than a year before. Montgomery County men, he 
said, intended to safeguard their property, and their neighbors 
in Prince Georges County, where a number of individuals had 
each a half million dollars invested in slaves, were equally de- 
termined. Enoch Lowe, a former Governor of Maryland, though 
labelling the stories of a conspiracy to seize the capital “a pre- 
meditated and scandalous libel,” declared: “I suppose the State 
of Maryland, in the event of her secession, as a matter of course, 
would claim the reversion of the District, which was granted 
the United States for specific purposes, which purposes would 
then have failed.” More dramatic was the angry testimony of 
the head of the National Volunteers, Dr. Cornelius Boyle, an 
eminent Washington physician. He, also, repudiated as non- 
sense the tale of a “conspiracy,” but he read to the committee 
the resolutions he had drafted for the National Volunteers. Its 
members would not take a position of hostility to southern in- 
terests. They would oppose the reign of terror about to be 
inaugurated and aid each other and “all good citizens” against 
insults and attacks on private property. If Virginia and Mary- 
land seceded, the National Volunteers would protect themselves 
and those states “from the evils of a foreign and hostile govern- 
ment within and near their borders.” The organization would 
put down any mob from the North or the South. “We are 
propertyholders. . . . Under all circumstances we cast our lot 
with Maryland. We are Marylanders; and when the case arises, 
then we will decide.” Four-fifths of Washington, Dr. Boyle 
concluded, would go with Maryland.* 

Later events proved Dr. Boyle’s estimate correct, although 
not in the way he apparently anticipated: more than four-fifths 


8H Rpt 79, 36C, 2S, pp. 26, 98, 105-106. 
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of the District’s population would take Maryland’s course and, 
whatever their inner disquiet, would remain loyal to the Union 
in deed and speech. Whether an equal number would have 
sworn allegiance to the Confederacy had Maryland chosen to 
secede is doubtful, for Dr. Boyle admittedly spoke for people 
of his own social stratum, tacitly dismissing as unimportant 
the thousands of residents who disliked slavery, owned little 
local property, or had northern antecedents. But his summary 
of attitudes among old established families was probably sound; 
most of them would accept Maryland’s decision when the break 
came. Few leaders of ante-bellum Washington would move to 
the South bag and baggage as did former Mayor Lenox and 
Boyle himself, and after two years of war only forty-four prop- 
erty-owners in the entire District would face formal court 
charges of aiding and abetting the rebellion.’ Yet within the 
closely-knit circle of families socially prominent in the fifties, 
feeling for the South would remain to harrow hearts during the 
war and to affect the city’s destiny. 

Meanwhile in January 1861 men observing the dreadful in- 
decisiveness of President Buchanan and his Cabinet and shocked 
at the idea of armed action.against the government were pre- 
paring to forestall trouble in Washington. Charles P. Stone, 
appointed Inspector-General of Volunteers on New Year’s Day, 
sent out letters to “some forty well-known and esteemed gentle- 
men of the District” proposing that each organize a military 
company of volunteers. Stone, representative of that large group 
in Washington which had opposed Lincoln’s election but be- 
lieved in upholding the Constitution at all costs, assured Gen- 
eral Scott that “two-thirds of the fighting stock of the District 
are ready to protect the Government.” Although Stone received 
some refusals, the general response to his appeal was enthusi- 
astic. Led by influential citizens, members of hose companies 
and German T'urnevereine, carpenters and stone cutters, enrolled 
at once. Within a few weeks thirty-three newly organized com- 
panies of infantry and two troops of cavalry were drilling reg- 


9 District Court Docket, No 1, 21 Apr 1863, cited in Bryan, Capital, 11, 516. 
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20. “Laying of the Cornerstone at the Capitol,” July 1851. Wood engraving in 
Gleason’s Pictorial Drawing Room Companion 
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21. The completed City Hall, ca. 1860. Designed by George Hadfield, architect of Arlington house 
across the Potomac, the building was begun in 1820, but left unfinished till the 1850’s. The U.S. 
courts used the west wing, and the federal government today occupies the entire building. 
It symbolized civic dignity to Washington 
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23. Ferdinand Rudolph Hassler, first head of 24, Alexander Dallas Bache, successor to 
the Coast Survey. Lithograph by Charles Fen- Hassler. Photograph ca. 1863 
derich, 1834 


25. Joseph Henry, first secretary of the Smith- 26. Spencer Fullerton Baird, first head of the 
sonian Institution, ca. 1850. Daguerreotype National Museum, 1850. Daguerreotype 
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White House in the background. 


27. Clark Mills’ statue of General Jackson, with the 


Lithograph by Thomas Sinclair, 1858 
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28. Riot at the Northern Liberties polls, 1857. Wood engraving from Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper 





30. Shad fishermen on the Eastern Branch near the Navy Yard, 1860. The arched roofed building 
on the right is the drydock designed by the versatile Benjamin Latrobe. 
Wood engraving in Harper’s Weekly, 1861 



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































31. The swearing-in of the first District volunteers, April 1861, in front of the War Department 
building west of the White House. Wood engraving in Harper’s Weekly 






































32. Arrival of New York troops at the B & O depot, April 1861, showing the greatly admired 
square tower of the depot. It stood at New Jersey Avenue and C Street, where the bus tunnel 
today emerges from under the hill near the Senate Office Building. Wood engraving in 
Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper 
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33. “Balloon View of the city,” ca. July 1861. Beyond the train puffing 
to the B & O depot, the line of the Washington Canal 
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34. Review of troops on the plain east of the Capitol near the Eastern Branch, October 1861. 
Wood engraving in Harper’s Weekly 





35. Sentries on guard at the Long Bridge, 1865. The railroad trestle ran alongside 





36. Cattle on the Monument grounds and, in the background, the fenced-in part of the President’s 
Square which, because the fence was whitewashed, gave to the area the name “White Lot.” 
Photograph by Mathew Brady, ca. 1863 





37. Washington Canal and a muddy stretch of lower Pennsylvania Avenue, ca. 1863 
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ularly. On Washington’s birthday the parade of more than a 
thousand of these men, uniformed and under arms, was a com- 
forting sight to people who feared mob violence in the city. 
Years later, General Stone declared that these volunteers, the 
first sworn into federal service, saved the capital and the Union 
with it.’ 

Before the end of February, the air in Washington had 
cleared slightly. Not only did the parade on the 22nd indicate 
that the city was not utterly defenseless, but the resignation and 
departure of officials unwilling longer to serve the federal gov- 
ernment lessened the tensions of earlier weeks when southern 
senators were making farewell speeches and representatives 
from the cotton states were hurrying home to share in the form- 
ing of the Confederacy. Furthermore, Lincoln upon his arrival 
brought the city unexpected reassurance. Here was no fire-eater. 
The newspapers remarked with gratification upon his friendly 
greeting to the mayors and councils of Washington and 
Georgetown when they called upon him at his lodgings. Men 
dared believe that so mild-spoken a man would after all act 
with moderation. Perhaps everything would blow over, and the 
seceded states, after sulking a while, would return to the Union 
without demanding more than the North would yield. At least 
the rump of the 36th Congress was still debating compromise 
measures, and until February 27 the “Conference Convention” 
remained in session at the Willard Hotel. There under the 
chairmanship of ex-President John Tyler delegates from twen- 
ty-one northern and border states led by Virginia struggled to 
devise a workable formula for peace and reunion.“ At the same 
time, preparations for the inauguration and the building of a 
large frame ballroom adjoining the City Hall in which to hold 
the inaugural ball created some diversion. The hotels and 
boardinghouses were filling with new arrivals even as defeated 
congressmen were making ready to depart. The theatres were 

10 Charles P. Stone, “Washington on the Eve of War,” Century Magazine, 
Iv (Jul 1883), pp. 458-64; Star, 22, 23 Feb 1861. 


11 N.I., 27 Feb 1861; Cong Globe, 36C, 2S, p. 1433; Roy F. Nichols, The 
Disruption of American Democracy, pp. 474-91. 
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crowded nightly. If in the eyes of old Washingtonians the mot- 
ley throng of Republican office-seekers seemed crude and un- 
mannerly, everyone knew that their money was as good as that 
of polished southerners who stayed at home. And Washington’s 
“first families,” if unwilling to consider attending the inaugural 
ball, could recall that the community had always survived the 
advent of the spoilsmen who had swept into the city every four 
years since 1829. Life had to go on. 

Newcomers, when not too absorbed in the political future 
to look about them, saw little to admire. Some of the public 
buildings were impressive—the President’s house set in wide 
lawns, the colonnaded Treasury adjoining the “unpretending” 
brick State Department building, the harmoniously propor- 
tioned Patent Office and the Post Office—but the clutter of 
stone cutters’ equipment and blocks of marble on the Capitol 
grounds and the scaffolding about the unfinished dome marred 
the appearance of the Hill. Much of the Mall despite the loops 
of trees and shrubs with which A. J. Downing had adorned the 
Smithsonian grounds, was unkempt; lumber and coal yards 
trespassed upon its northern edge along the Washington Canal, 
and at the Potomac end the.stub of the Washington Monument 
surrounded by debris rose dejectedly above the tidal marshes 
that stretched out in a wide arc of swamp grass, pools of water, 
and evil-smelling mud, obliterating the shore from which John 
Quincy Adams had taken his early morning swims thirty-odd 
years before. Strung out along lower Pennsylvania Avenue 
where today the National Archives proclaims “The Past is 
Prologue” stood the stalls of the Centre Market with the Fish 
Market at its rear. “To make a Washington street,” wrote an 
Englishman, “take one marble temple or public office, a dozen 
good houses of brick, and a dozen of wood, and fill in with sheds 
and fields.”** “Senators’ Row” on C Street near Judiciary 
Square and other neighborhoods scattered from the Navy Yard 

12 Joseph T. Kelly, “Memories of a Life-Time in Washington,” CHS Rec, 
XXXI-XXxII, 117-49; William Richstein, The Stranger’s Guide to Washington 


City, pp. 22-34; Rpt Sec/Int, 1861, p. 854, Ser 1117; Henry Latham, Black 
and White, a Journal of a Three Months’ Tour in the United States, p. 59. 
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to Washington Circle contained some handsome houses, but 
vacant lots rank with weeds or strewn with rubbish punctuated 
the sweep of every avenue. Less immediately visible to a casual 
inspection, alleyways destined shortly to become teeming slums 
inhabited by freedmen were already dotted with groggeries and 
ramshackle shanties. 

Criticism of the city’s appearance was an old story to perma- 
nent residents. Their concern was March 4 and its aftermath. 
Unwelcome as the incoming administration was to conserva- 
tives, once the inauguration was an accomplished fact they 
hoped to settle down to making the best of it. People watching 
the presidential carriage roll along Pennsylvania Avenue on 
that chilly gray day could not fail to observe the close forma- 
tion of the cavalry escort riding on either side; the absence of 
the civic groups and political clubs, traditionally part of inaugu- 
ral parades, was striking. Nothing looked truly gay. But at 
least the waiting was over. Lincoln’s inaugural speech caused 
no furor; it contained no alarming pronouncements, even while 
it outlined no positive course of action.1* With huge relief, citi- 
zens now prepared to go about their business. 

A grateful calm settled upon Washington after March 4. As 
the new President began to wield the power of federal patron- 
age, hopes rose that he might mend the breach in the Union. 
Mr. Lincoln appeared ready to let the South come gradually to 
its senses. In the state convention in Richmond, Virginia, the 
Union party seemed to be safely in control. Governor Hicks of 
Maryland was teetering back and forth, but his refusal to sum- 
mon the legislature for a vote on secession encouraged Union 
supporters in the District.** The President’s local appointments 

13 Stone, “Washington on the Eve of the War,” Century, 1v, 458-64; 
N.1., 5 Mar 1861; Star, 4 Mar 1861; George W. Smith, “Critical Moment for 
Washington,” CHS Rec, xx1, 87-113. 

14 Charles P. Stone, “Washington in March and April, 1861,” Magazine 
of American History, x1v (July 1885), pp. 1-3; Harry J. Carman and Rein- 
hard H. Luthin, Lincoln and the Patronage, pp. 186-227; Henry T. Shanks, 
The Secession Movement in Virginia, 1847-1861, pp. 191-208; George L. P. 
Radcliffe, Governor Thomas H. Hicks of Maryland and the Civil War, in 


Johns Hopkins University Studies in Historical and Political Science, Series 
x1x, Nov-Dec 1901, pp. 21-50. 
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seemed suitable—Virginia-born Ward Lamon as Marshal of 
the District, the trusted B. B. French as Commissioner of Pub- 
lic Buildings, Sayles J. Bowen as collector of revenue, and Lewis 
Clephane, former assistant to Gamaliel Bailey of the National 
Era, city postmaster. When Mrs. Lincoln resumed the cus- 
tomary Saturday afternoon receptions at the White House, 
Washingtonians dared feel that life in the capital was returning 
to normal. Although reports from Montgomery, Alabama, and 
Charleston revealed mounting ardor for the Confederacy 
throughout the deep South, Washington newspapers cautious- 
ly suggested that no warlike move was imminent. In Wash- 
ington and Georgetown the companies of volunteers were in- 
suring order and, when in early April a number were quietly 
sworn into the federal service and began unobtrusively to stand 
guard at night about the White House and the public buildings, 
residents of the city read no ominous meaning into the act.*° 
News of the firing on Fort Sumter on April 12 hit like a 
thunderbolt, despite every forewarning. Scarcely had Wash- 
ington digested that fact than Lincoln’s call for 75,000 volun- 
teers proved all earlier estimates of the President’s passivity 
wrong. On April 17 Governor Letcher of Virginia, long known 
for his pro-Union sentiment, informed the administration in 
Washington that the Old Dominion had passed a secession 
ordinance. High-ranking Army and Navy officers loyal to their 
native Virginia immediately resigned their commissions. While 
the War and Navy Departments sought replacements, fears 
lest troops assembling across the Potomac march into Wash- 
ington added to the general alarm. Even southern sympathizers, 
perhaps envisaging street fighting in the city, showed no ela- 
tion.*® In this crisis the District volunteers faced a difficult 
decision. Most of them had offered their services for protection 
of the capital. Now asked to enlist without any strings tied, 
all but three companies declined until the War Department 
18 Star, 9 Mar, 8 Apr 1861; Stone, “Washington in March and April, 


1861,” Magazine of American History, xiv, 11-17. 
16 Star, 15-20 Apr 1861. 
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guaranteed not to send them out of the District. The volunteers’ 
hesitation. later lent color to charges of widespread disloyalty, 
although the Provost Marshal General reported “these troops, 
in whole or in part, did subsequently serve out of the District 
without opposition or protest.’” 

The swift movement of events in late April left people in the 
capital dazed. New recruits swelled the ranks of the District 
volunteers till they numbered nearly 3,500, but the transfer 
of Army regulars downstream to Fort Washington left only 
unseasoned men to defend the city. On April 19 when a Balti- 
more mob attacked a Massachusetts regiment en route to Wash- 
ington, Maryland officials, ostensibly to avoid further hostile 
demonstrations, sanctioned the burning of the railroad bridges 
linking Baltimore and the North. The Massachusetts troops, 
their wounded on stretchers, reached Washington that night. 
For five days thereafter the District lay isolated. Agreement 
between the President and the Governor of Maryland that 
volunteers from the northern states should land at Annapolis 
and thence move to Washington seemed like a meaningless 
gesture to householders hourly expecting a Confederate army 
to seize the capital. Some of them attempted to flee, setting out 
for the country in carriages, carts, or on foot; in their eagerness 
to go supplied with hard money, they caused a run on the banks. 
Colonel Stone’s foresight prevented a shortage of bread in the 
city, for the War Department, acting upon his warning that 
supplies were low, commandeered the flour stored in George- 
town mills and aboard ships docked at her wharves and about 
to sail; wagoners carted it off to the basement of the Capitol 
and Treasury.** 

At the end of April as northern regiments transported via 
Annapolis began to arrive, panic subsided but confusion in- 
creased. Companies of high-spirited young men in strangely 
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varied “uniforms” were soon overrunning the city. Quartered 
in the Capitol, the Treasury, and the Patent Office, in the 
buildings of the Georgetown Seminary, or in tents on Franklin 
Square and Meridian Hill, volunteers who had come to save the 
Union were shortly seeking to save themselves from boredom 
by swaggering about the streets, frequenting the barrooms, 
quarreling, gambling, and indulging in horseplay at citizens’ 
expense. To supply bread to the troops, the government hastily 
opened a bakery in the basement of the Capitol. The army com- 
missariat all but broke down; the officer in charge had held the 
post since 1818 and was now a helpless invalid. Distribution 
of equipment was equally inefficient; the Quartermaster General, 
Virginian Joseph E. Johnston, had resigned, and the Secretary 
of War had not as yet appointed a successor. Northerners 
hungry for contracts were beginning to swarm about the gov- 
ernment offices, while local merchants did their best to meet 
the demand for supplies or hesitated over sharing in prepara- 
tions for war.’® Contributing to fratricide would be a high price 
to pay for improving trade. 

It was at this point that hundreds of District citizens felt 
they must choose betweendeeply conflicting loyalties. Some 
had already made up their minds; others would wait till oaths 
of allegiance forced a choice; a few would silently evade the 
issue altogether. Maryland’s decision to stay with the Union 
made the choice easier, but every ‘day saw irreconcilables, 
government clerks among them, depart for the South. Parents 
faced the shock of finding that romantic fourteen- and fifteen- 
year-old sons were running away to join the Confederate Army. 
Most families felt helpless and fervently prayed that even now 
the nation might avoid bloodshed. And then one morning late 
in May, as companies of volunteers marched over the bridges 
to seize the Arlington heights above the Potomac, Colonel Elmer 
Ellsworth and his New York Zouaves, gay in their red caps 
and baggy “Turkish” trousers, landed in Alexandria to occupy 
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the rebel city. Confederate troops had withdrawn days before, 
but the Zouaves determined to tear down the Confederate flag 
that flew from the Marshall House. Hours later grieving angry 
soldiers bore Colonel Ellsworth’s body back to the Washington 
Navy Yard. Shot by an indignant hotel proprietor, Ellsworth 
was the first man to die in action for the Union. The fighting 
war had begun. 
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THE CIVIC AND ECONOMIC IMPACT 
OF WAR, 1861-1865 


iA talked hopefully of a short war.t While the War 

pa, Department under Simon Cameron struggled to 
organize itself and the President and General Scott dealt with 
northern governors and their emissaries demanding immediate 
annihilation of the rebel army, District companies did guard 
duty, draymen hauled army supplies from the wharves and the 
railroad freight yards, and hotels, restaurants, and barrooms 
carried on a rushing business. Soldiers were everywhere. Re- 
views of troops and martial music lent an air of brittle gaiety. 
At the National Theatre, usually closed in summer, a stock 
company staged a week’s run to welcome Congress back to the 
special session called for July 4. The houses vacated by south- 
ern families still stood empty, real estate transactions had 
ceased, and the price of foodstuffs, which had soared in April, 
remained high: flour formerly sold at $7.50 a barrel now cost 
$12. But belief that a single pitched battle would settle once 
and for all the quarrel between North and South inspired Wash- 
ingtonians to patience. Troops assembled here could soon dis- 
band, Congress would presumably. dispose of its business 
quickly and adjourn, and peace and order would return to the 
City. 

Nevertheless beneath the shiny surface of confidence, many 
people were troubled. Ordinary business, which had quickened 
at first, declined as May turned into June. Military preparations 
overshadowed all other activities. Although by late June, ac- 
cording to newspaper estimates, over 50,000 volunteers were 
stationed in and about the capital, neither Washington nor 
Georgetown profited greatly from this friendly invasion. The 
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new Commissary and Quartermaster Generals placed their 
orders for supplies with big houses in New York, Philadelphia, 
and Baltimore, and, except for the Georgetown and county flour 
mills, local firms shared in none of this first war boom. Work 
on the Capitol extension had ceased when the War Department 
quartered troops in the building, and after their removal to 
encampments outside the city, Congress convened in halls daily 
filled with alcoholic fumes of the bread baking in the ovens 
below them. On the first of July when masons laid the last 
stones in the great arch of the Cabin John Bridge, work on 
the aqueduct also stopped.* Day laborers found jobs laying rail- 
road tracks to the wharves or erecting Army warehouses and 
corrals for mules and horses, and any man who could drive a 
team could get work as an Army wagoner. Other men, unless 
political connections opened to them federal clerkships, faced 
hard times. Because the Army finance office was still disorgan- 
ized, District volunteers had received no pay since they were 
sworn into federal service in April, and by mid-June their wives 
and children were in real, if temporary, distress. Only the con- 
tributions of private citizens, led by a group of Germans, and 
funds voted by the city council saved a number of families from 
want.* 

Equally disturbing was the mounting distrust of District 
citizens that government officials displayed. Lincoln’s suspen- 
sion of the writ of habeas corpus for soldiers, arrests of reputa- 
ble civilians on mere suspicion of disloyalty, and the growing 
feeling that malicious tale-bearing was enough to make trouble 
for innocent people cast heavy shadows over the city. House- 
holders southern in origin but long settled in Washington and 
devoted to the Union cause were under particular pressure. 
Individuals who continued to write letters to friends in the 
South risked investigation, although, the Intelligencer observed, 
the newspapers told all that enemy agents wanted to know. 
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Reasons for surveillance did, of course, exist; spies swarmed 
about Washington as they did about Richmond. North and 
South, every town and city contained dissidents to their govern- 
ment’s course. This was indeed civil war. Without a complete 
censorship of all mail leaving Washington, officials charged 
with the security of the capital had to act upon vague hints 
and gossip. More than one indiscreet lady of southern anteced- 
ents did herself and her friends harm by idle chatter critical of 
government procedures.’ In this uncomfortable atmosphere 
everyone looked forward impatiently to a battle that would put 
an end to the war. 

With astonishing light-heartedness on July 16, 1861, troops 
stationed in the District set off toward Manassas and the creek 
called Bull Run. If over-confident soldiers of the Thirteenth 
Brooklyn Regiment no longer looped their muskets with ropes 
with which to drag back Confederate prisoners, the omission 
was a mere gesture to discipline. Some of the men stopped to 
pick blackberries along the line of march. In Washington sus- 
pense filled the next few days. During the heat of Saturday 
and Sunday, the 20th and 21st, anxious listeners could hear 
the faint boom of the cannon, thirty miles distant, until, toward 
evening of the 21st, wagons and carriages began to clatter over 
the Long Bridge bringing back panicky teamsters and fright- 
ened congressmen and their ladies who had driven out to picnic 
while they watched the Union triumph. At dawn of the day 
following, exhausted soldiers singly and in half-formed com- 
panies began straggling back into the city, while carts filled 
with wounded men jolted through the streets.* 

“The men appear,” wrote Walt Whitman, “at first sparsely 
and shame-faced enough, then thicker, .. . Sidewalks .. . 
crowded, jamm’d with citizens, darkies, clerks, everybody, 
lookers-on; swarms of dirt-cover’d return’d soldiers there (will 
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they never end?) move by; but nothing said, no comments; 
(half our-lookers-on secesh of the most venomous kind—they 
say nothing; but the devil snickers in their faces.) . . . Good 
people (but not over-many of them either,) hurry up something 
for their grub. They put wash-kettles on the fire, for soup, for 
coffee. They set tables on the side-walks—wagon-loads of bread 
are purchas’d, swiftly cut in stout chunks. ... Amid the deep 
excitement, crowds and motion, and desperate eagerness, it 
seems strange to see many, very many, of the soldiers sleeping. 
... They drop down anywhere, on the steps of houses, up close 
by the basements or fences, on the sidewalk, aside on some 
vacant lot, and deeply sleep . . . and on them as they lay, 
sulkily drips the rain. 

“As afternoon pass’d, and evening came, the streets, the bar- 
rooms, knots everywhere, listeners, questioners, terrible yarns.” 
Perhaps those yarns formed the warp of Whitman’s account, 
since there is doubt about his being here at the time. “Mean- 
time,” he added, “in Washington, among the great persons and 
their entourage, a mixture of awful consternation, uncertainty, 
rage, shame, helplessness, and stupefying disappointment.” 

The humane did not linger to mourn or to gloat. The wounded 
needed help. While the newly organized Sanitary Commission 
rushed supplies to the hastily improvised hospitals and women 
volunteered as nurses, the Army surgeons set to the work of 
grisly amputations. Householders turned their dwellings into 
nursing homes, and when that added space did not suffice, the 
government commandeered buildings at the Georgetown Semi- 
nary and Columbian College, a schoolhouse, and the former 
residence of the British minister near Washington Circle. Later 
battles were to fill churches and half the federal office buildings 
with wounded.* 

Throughout the North, as the meaning of the defeat was 
realized, grim determination replaced the easy optimism of early 
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summer. While the War and Navy Departments revised and 
expanded their plans, Congress, having legalized the measures 
that officials had already taken and having voted huge war 
appropriations, turned to consideration of bills designed to better 
safeguard the nation and the federal capital. In April the gov- 
ernment had required civilian employees and men enlisting in 
military service to take, or to take again, the oath of allegiance 
to the Constitution as established by law in 1789 and adminis- 
tered to federal officials thereafter. By August Congress felt 
that was not enough. Lincoln himself later said that southern 
sympathizers “pervaded all departments of the government and 
nearly all communities of people.” Secret hearings before a 
House committee on subversion among federal employees pro- 
duced enough evidence to bring about the imposition of a new 
oath. It demanded a solemn affirmation from every person in 
government service to uphold the Constitution and the govern- 
ment of the United States both then and thereafter. Some men 
refused the oath because they were at best lukewarm towards 
the Union, others because they were unwilling to pledge future 
support to an administration becoming increasingly partisan 
and increasingly high-handed. And several department heads, 
armed with secret and perhaps dubious testimony, dismissed 
employees who had unhesitatingly taken the oath. Between 
August and the end of the year at least a hundred civilians left 
government service in Washington, and more departed as the 
war went on. Of the 727 Army officers listed in January, 313 
resigned during 1861.*° Disrupting as was the turnover in gov- 
ernment offices, for the local community the poison of constantly 
recurring suspicion was more deadly. 

A second fateful act, passed on August 6, created a metro- 
politan police force under federal control. Coupled with the 
loyalty act, the new law touched off a brief explosion that had 
immediate and disastrous consequences for the city. The law 
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specified that the mayors of Washington and Georgetown were 
to be ex-officio members of the police board; the other five mem- 
bers, appointed by the President, fell into the category of fed- 
eral employees and therefore were subject to the loyalty oath.” 
At the formal swearing in of these new officials, Mayor Addison 
of Georgetown took the oath with the others, but Mayor Berret 
of Washington refused. Political rivals promptly called him a 
traitor, and even his friends thought him unduly impressed 
with the dignity of his office. Berret, evidently troubled at the 
prospect of federal encroachment upon the city’s corporate 
rights, contended that a mayor legally elected by popular vote 
was exempt from the operation of the new loyalty act. His 
reasoning, however valid, sounded specious; it convinced few 
people in a city still smarting from the recent Union defeat. 
The United States Provost Marshal considered his attitude 
cause for action against him. Before dawn of a mid-August 
morning armed guards hurried him off to Fort Lafayette in 
New York harbor, where he remained imprisoned for a month 
until he resigned the mayoralty, took the loyalty oath, and thus 
obtained his release.’? But Berret did the city great disservice 
by supplying ammunition to the assailants of her loyalty. 
The board of aldermen, without waiting for Berret’s resigna- 
tion, pronounced the mayor’s office vacant and elected the board 
president, Richard Wallach, to the post. Wallach, a lawyer by 
profession, had had considerable administrative experience as 
a former District Marshal. His contemporaries thought him 
“strikingly handsome.” More important, his fellow citizens 
trusted him, and he had the full support of the Evening Star, 
which his brother owned and edited. Although not an outright 
Republican and less liberal than Mayor Addison of Georgetown, 
Dick Wallach could accept with fewer misgivings than could 
older Washingtonians the strictures war imposed upon the city. 
In view of the problems confronting the city which no local 
official could avert or control, less ambitious or less conscientious 
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men may have wondered why he was willing to serve more than 
one term. Elected by popular vote in June 1862 amid scenes 
at the polls as disorderly as those of the 1850's, and twice re- 
elected, he presided over the corporation till 1868. Although 
his nonaggressiveness, bordering on a timorousness suggestive 
of descent from a long line of maiden aunts, prevented his 
exercising personal leadership, he represented the views domi- 
nant within his community during the war.’* 

If Washingtonians sensed that doubt of their loyalty was a 
factor in the decision of Congress to replace the municipal 
police with a body controlled and partly paid for by the federal 
government, they nevertheless welcomed the measure. Refer- 
ring to a local petition begging Congress to act, a minor official 
noted: “There is ten Thousand siners for that bill.” They had 
wanted it in the 1850’s; in the war-ridden capital it was essential, 
for the expanding, shifting population required a constabulary 
whose authority extended beyond the city limits. In the summer 
of 1861 the Provost Marshal guards were fully occupied with 
searching out spies and deserters, most of the troops encamped 
in and about Washington were still undisciplined, and discharge 
of the “90-day” volunteers in late July turned loose in the city 
men no longer under military control and ready to spend their 
pay in the bars and brothels. 

Unhappily the Metropolitan Police Board, though armed with 
authority over the entire District, supplied with an annual 
appropriation of $92,000 of federal money, and empowered to 
employ 150 patrolmen, 10 sergeants, and a superintendent, 
soon found itself echoing the complaints of Washington’s 
former police chiefs. “Confidence men,” gamblers, prostitutes, 
thieves, the worst of the riff-raff of other cities gathered in the 
capital where money was “easy” and 230 miles of streets and 
77 miles of alleys simplified law evasion. With Washington’s 
civilian population having doubled since 1861, by the fall of 
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1863 the 88 policemen assigned to patrol the city were virtually 
helpless. Morale suffered from a pay rate of $1.31 a day at a 
time when the 90-odd watchmen at government buildings were 
getting half again as much and “mechanics” were earning $3 
and $3.50; in 1864 Congress felt obliged to double police pay, 
charging the added cost to local taxpayers. 

Meanwhile the superintendent reported that without the 
several thousand soldiers on guard duty in Washington “this 
District would have been simply uninhabitable.”** The 24,000 
arrests of 1863 were three and a half times the number in 
Brooklyn, a city with more than twice the population of the 
District. The Provost Marshal tried ordering restaurant and 
hotel bars to close at 9:30 p.m.; but drunken brawls continued. 
The Star, abandoning its Victorian reticence, denied that 15,000 
women were plying their ancient trade in Washington; a tally, 
made ward by ward, showed only about 2,300 white and 1,600 
colored prostitutes, seven-eighths of them “colonized” since the 
war. While the city council vaguely considered licensing houses 
of ill fame in order to have some control over vice, General 
Hooker took steps to simplify surveillance by concentrating the 
“colony” in the triangle below Pennsylvania Avenue near the 
Treasury, a section that promptly came to be known as “Joe 
Hooker’s Division.” To clear the city of thieves, the authorities 
on one occasion hung red placards labelled “Pickpocket and 
Thief” upon culprits and paraded them through the streets. “A 
file of soldiers and a corps of drummers and fifers preceded 
them playing the Rogues March.”** 

Juvenile delinquency, that persistent evil of the fifties, also 
reached new heights. “The army,” the police explained with 
characteristic oversimplification, “has following it an immense 
number of boys, attracted most of them by the species of fasci- 
nation that the life of the soldier has for such young minds. 
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These boys . . . find their way, after a very brief experience of 
the hardships of camp life, or perhaps by reason of some severe 
order from headquarters, into our city, and are soon denizens 
of our streets. In a very little while they become petty criminals, 
requiring the attentions of the police, and the question becomes 
a very important one. What is to be done with them?”” The 
House District Committee, after commenting upon the “severity 
and imperfections of the criminal code of the District,” sub- 
mitted a vigorous plea for a federal reformatory; $250,000 
would suffice, less than one-twelfth the federal expenditures for 
a single day. In proposing that District taxpayers pay only 
$100,000 of the total, the committee reiterated the long-familiar 
theme that “it is for violating laws passed by Congress, ad- 
ministered by judges not chosen by the people, that these peni- 
tentiaries, jails and house of correction become necessary.” The 
bill failed to pass. Children convicted of relatively trivial of- 
fenses were still cooped up in the county jail with hardened 
criminals, with the result that boys emerged showing “a degree 
of precocious villany hard to conceive of.” 

Imprisonment in the county jail was itself a terrible punish- 
ment. Pleas to replace the old building on Judiciary Square had 
poured in upon Congress yearly since the mid-fifties. In the first 
summer of the war the Old Brick Capitol, which had housed 
a public school in 1860, was commandeered by the Provost 
Marshal for a military prison for spies and political suspects, 
but while that move lessened the congestion at the jail, the 
building, constructed in 1830 to accommodate eighty to one 
hundred prisoners, by mid 1862 contained 240 criminals, fugi- 
tive slaves, and people awaiting trial. At times ten men occupied 
a single cell eight feet by ten. The lack of water closets and the 
filthy yard half-filled with stagnant water turned the place into 
what the Secretary of the Interior described as “little better 
than the black hole of Calcutta.” Conditions in the federal 
penitentiary were little better. A hundred court-martialed sol- 
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diers and some 230 convicts, white, black, men and women, 
were packed into the old building on the arsenal grounds when 
in September 1862 the Ordnance Department took it over for 
a munitions storehouse. The government then sent the convicts 
to the New York state penitentiary in Albany and court-mar- 
tialed soldiers to buildings in charge of the Provost Marshal. 
Thereafter the Washington workhouse at the far end of East 
Capitol Street had to take the overflow from the jail, while the 
inmates of the Almshouse complained at finding themselves 
close neighbors to, and hence “indistinguishable from,” the 
1,500-odd criminal occupants of the workhouse. The mounting 
number of people arrested by the Provost Guard for seditious 
language or acts, or merely suspected of collaborating with the 
enemy, increased the problem. The Metropolitan Police Board 
declared no community in the entire United States “so inade- 
quately supplied with prison accommodations, and none in 
which ample provisions are more needed.” 

Nor did the reorganization of the courts help matters. The 
four judges of the new District Supreme Court, with jurisdic- 
tion over all cases formerly heard in the circuit, district, and 
criminal courts, were newcomers unfamiliar with the intricacies 
of the local legal system and were handicapped further by the 
lack of a police court to handle minor misdemeanors sum- 
marily. And an attempt to revise and codify District law again 
came to nothing.” 

In the summer of 1862 Congress widened the duties of the 
Metropolitan Police to include sanitary inspections and abate- 
ment of nuisances. Small pox had struck during the winter. 
Mayor Wallach had ordered “the vaccine physician” to visit the 
public schools, but by 1863 scarcely a neighborhood was wholly 
free of “that most loathsome of all diseases”; President Lincoln 
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himself had a light case. The need of a hospital at which victims, 
“strangers, discharged soldiers, contrabands and followers of 
the Army,” could receive prompt care became so urgent that 
the government hospital established at Kalorama was set aside 
for small pox cases and other “eruptive” diseases, and eventually 
the Surgeon General of the Army contracted with the Sisters 
of Mercy at the Roman Catholic Providence Hospital to provide 
sixty beds for transient paupers. An ordinance of 1864 made 
vaccination of every child compulsory, but the ruling was en- 
forceable only for children enrolled in the public schools. 
Throughout the war small pox stalked the city.** Despite the 
efforts of local physicians, the city board of health, and the ten 
police inspectors of the new Sanitary Corps, disease remained a 
greater threat to wartime Washington than the Confederate 
Army. 

“What should you think,” wrote a young army wife to her 
mother, “if all the slops from sleeping rooms were thrown 
either into the gutters or alley. Here there are no sewers, no 
cess pools or vaults for any purpose in the yards. . . . I was 
never in such a place for smells.” To these the slaughter houses 
and the corrals for Army horses and mules contributed. Al- 
though Washington was a major supply depot for the Army 
of the Potomac and the location of fifteen to nineteen military 
hospitals, the War Department waited till 1863 to take any 
responsibility for sanitation in the city. Then, when a military 
commission reported “large deposits of night soil in the vicinity 
of various hospitals in open or shallow pits or scattered on the 
ground,” and half-buried carcasses of horses and mules about 
the government corrals near a pond at the foot of 19th Street, 
orders assigned Negroes to the task of carting night soil and 
dead animals to fields beyond the city limits. The instructions 
forced the levy court to withdraw its prohibition of any dump- 
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ing of city refuse within the county but resulted in merely 
transferring to the suburbs the “hideous malaria of artificial 
swamps.” Municipal garbage carts began making regular 
rounds in the summer of 1863, thereby reducing the mounds 
of offal in streets and alleys; when an inventor demonstrated 
his new street sweeping machine on Pennsylvania Avenue, in 
one day with the help of a hundred Negro refugees and fifteen 
carts he removed “several thousand loads of dirt to the United 
States public grounds.” But, in a city containing closer to 200,- 
000 than the 61,000 people of 1860, sewage disposal needed 
some less primitive scheme. By the summer of 1864, 10,000,000 
gallons of aqueduct water were available daily, but without 
a network of sewer mains Washington could not exploit the 
supply for sanitary purposes. The level of the Washington 
Canal, into which some seven sewers drained, dropped only 
six inches between 12th Street and the mouth at 17th; dredging 
and installation of tide gates proved futile: the dredging was 
not deep enough, and the gates at 12th Street were not strong 
enough to resist the tidal backwash. The “miasmatic swamp 
near the Presidential mansion” and “the shallow open sewer, 
of about one hundred fifty feet in width, (sometimes called a 
canal)” remained.”* 

The aqueduct, however, saved the military hospitals and the 
civilian community from untold misery in the last summer of 
the war. Until then, except for the wells in the public squares, 
the water supply depended upon surface drainage into the dis- 
tributing reservoir; in dry weather that source ran dangerously 
low. Although work on the laying of the nine-mile conduit from 
the Great Falls to the receiving reservoir above Georgetown 
had resumed in the autumn of 1861, manpower shortages and 
threats of enemy raids slowed progress; then ten days after the 
engineer in charge turned the Potomac water into the reservoir 

22 Harriet Cushman Balch to her mother, 10 Mar 1863, Balch Mss (Ban- 
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in December 1863, leaks in the conduit necessitated shutting 
off the water. Before the repairs were finished, Washington 
and Georgetown with thousands of sick and wounded in the 
military hospitals faced a water famine. Fortunately when the 
system again went into operation in late July, in the midst 
of a three-month drought the water supply proved ample. Ade- 
quate pressure at street hydrants made fire fighting easier.”* 

Fire losses had run high in the preceding three years. Two 
severe fires occurred in August 1861 when all but one of the 
volunteer hose and ladder companies were on active military 
duty. In November the Washington Infirmary on Judiciary 
Square burned to the ground, and seven weeks later a conflagra- 
tion of the pine board wagon sheds, stables, and fences around 
the Army corrals between 21st and 22nd Streets near the river 
sent frightened, stampeding horses bolting into the streets. The 
Quartermaster General thereupon purchased two steam engines 
to protect the Army repair shops six blocks beyond the White 
House and to safeguard the railroad “park” and warehouses in 
Swampoodle. After persuading the eight separate hose and 
hook and ladder companies to act under a single chief, in 1864 
the city council set up a salaried fire department and bought it 
equipment. Yet in February 1865 fire destroyed most of the In- 
dian paintings hanging at the Smithsonian Institution—all but 
a few of the portraits painted by Charles Bird King over a 
period of years when tribal chieftains were visiting the capital 
and John Mix Stanley’s entire collection, which was still on 
loan to the government.” 

While local taxpayers benefited from a federal police force, 
from the new water supply, and, less directly, from the Army 
fire engines, the damage done to the streets early caused the city 
acute annoyance and some financial anxiety. Heavily laden 


4 Rpt Sec/Int, 1864, pp. 697-99, Ser 1220; H Ex Doc 35, 38C, 2S, Ser 
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wagon trains jolting through the city and the hooves of thou- 
sands of horses, mules and cattle thudding by toward the Army 
corrals and slaughter houses cut the avenues and streets to rib- 
bons; teamsters and cavalrymen riding on the sidewalks to 
avoid the muck in the roads demolished the footways too. Ex- 
perience had shown that Congress was unlikely to appropriate 
money for repairs. A vote of 1864 approved sharing with the 
city the cost of work on streets adjacent to federal property, but 
no federal funds were forthcoming. Despairing property-own- 
ers along Pennsylvania Avenue hired sprinkling carts one sum- 
mer to lay the dust and talked of engaging an engineer at their 
own expense to supervise paving, draining, cleaning, and water- 
ing the Avenue. Other than an amendment to Washington’s 
charter authorizing the corporation to assess abutting property- 
owners for any street improvements, the only aid the govern- 
ment gave was in employing gangs of Negroes to patch the pot- 
holes on New York Avenue and an appropriation in 1863 for 
lighting the streets most essential to government transport. Be- 
cause the Washington Gas Light Company rates were exorbi- 
tant, the city council requested congressional permission to or- 
ganize and run municipal gas works; when that plea failed, the 
corporation abandoned attempts to light the streets properly as 
long as the war was going on.”° 

Shortages of materials together with high labor costs mili- 
tated against undertaking any physical improvement during the 
war. Yet the war itself forced Washington to expand her white 
school system. In 1860 approximately 10,000 white children in 
the District of Columbia over six years of age had never at- 
tended a school; some 4,000 were enrolled in private schools 
and academies, about 2,800 in Washington’s public schools, a 
few hundred in Georgetown’s, none in the county. Consequent- 
ly when Congress passed a law in 1862 requiring three months’ 
schooling yearly for every child in the District between the 

26 Ptns, S37A-H7, 6 Jun 1862 and S38A-H6, 28 Nov 1863, 28 Mar, 30 
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ages of six and fourteen, whether white, black, or mixed, Wash- 
ington’s city council, while grumbling over lack of federal aid 
for so much as a high school, promptly increased the school tax 
and added a new levy for building schoolhouses. Georgetown 
and the county for the time being did nothing. Although the 
dollar capitation tax paid by men who actually voted at Wash- 
ington’s polls brought in less than $7,500 a year, the city school 
fund rose from $41,000 in 1862 to $64,000 in 1864. 

In order to use to best advantage the $10,000 annual accrual 
from the new school building tax, Mayor Wallach appointed 
a special committee to map out a plan of action. The decision 
was to erect in each of the four school districts a building big 
enough to house several grades, an innovation that would sim- 
plify administration. Initially the money available limited the 
program to the purchase of one site and the construction of a 
ten-room schoolhouse on Pennsylvania Avenue southeast of the 
Capitol. When the new Wallach School opened on July 4, 1864, 
trustees, teachers, parents, and children quickly discovered the 
convenience of having ten separate classes under one roof. The 
building became a model for schools the country over. Although 
the Wallach School accommodated several hundred pupils, and 
the city tried to limit enrollment in any public school to children 
of “bona fide” residents of Washington, space was still lacking 
for three-quarters of the children of school age. The dearth of 
teachers was an even greater obstacle to expansion. Sixty-odd 
men and women, many of them only grammar school graduates, 
could not teach 10,000 children; with living costs rising 
steadily, the salary scale of $300 to $800 prevented recruit- 
ment of staff. During the war ditch diggers earned almost as 
much. Under these circumstances, compulsory school attend- 
ance was a fiction.”” 

27 Spec Rpt Comr Educ, 1870, pp. 53-60, Ser 1427; Star, 25 Jan, 15 Apr, 
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Although demands upon the Washington Asylum and the 
Georgetown poorhouse increased as the war went on, and direct 
relief for the noninstitutionalized poor was a constant drain 
upon the cities’ treasuries, federal funds allotted to the Wash- 
ington Infirmary before it burned and paid over later to the 
sisters of the Providence Hospital continued to pay for the care 
of the bodily ill among transient paupers, and the Government 
Hospital for the Insane and the Kendall Green school for deaf, 
dumb, and blind children lightened municipal obligations. In 
1862 Congress incorporated the Guardian Society to care for 
homeless children who had come under court supervision, while 
private philanthropists organized the Newsboys’ Aid. Women 
volunteering their service to the hospitals did not think of that 
as charity; years afterward medical science would discover that 
in cleaning the maggots out of men’s wounds these amateur 
nurses probably caused countless deaths. The Washington 
Young Men’s Christian Association, nine years old when the 
war broke out, though a religious rather than a charitable 
society, helped newcomers to find decent places to live; and 
the YMCA reading rooms and library probably reduced the 
nightly population of Washington’s barrooms. The most notice- 
able difference in charitable activities during the war as com- 
pared to the 1850's, however, lay in the energy expended on 
relieving the distress of freedmen, teaching the teachable to 
help themselves, and founding a home for destitute colored 
women and children. Through the persistence of Elizabeth 
Peabody of Boston, Secretary of War Stanton arranged to 
have the new colored home established in the house of Richard 
Coxe, a former mayor of Georgetown who had defected to the 
Confederacy.” 

As municipal wants multiplied, so also did the cost of supply- 
ing them. But while prices of everything spiralled upward, new 
sources of city revenue remained few. In making the Washing- 
ton & Georgetown Street Railroad Company a free gift of the 
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right of way in 1862, Congress denied the cities the profits of 
selling a valuable franchise. On top of a federal income tax, 
local tax rates had increased by 1864 to $1.00 on every $100 
of assessed valuation and even then brought Washington-less 
than $420,000 annually, too little to maintain, let alone widen, 
community services and still pay out of current revenue over 
$100,000 in soldiers’ bounties. Merely to extend the water 
mains into every section of the city would cost $1,000,000 at 
a time when water fees netted the corporation $14,000. To 
forestall still higher taxes, citizens raised money by private 
subscriptions for soldiers’ bounties and the hire of substitutes. 
Still city revenues lagged so far behind needs that the council, 
at last shutting its eyes to the future, passed bill after bill for 
improvements without making provision to pay for them. In 
alarm Mayor Wallach asserted that the public works approved 
in the last year of the war would consume Washington’s entire 
income for two years to come. Yet, he admitted, “We are 
wofully deficient in charitable and reformatory institutions.” In 
view of the war boom then at its peak, federal officials showed 
little sympathy. On the contrary, the Secretary of the Interior 
declared that Washington had a lower tax rate and lighter 
obligations than any city he knew: no state government to 
support, few charities to maintain and virtually no courts to 
pay for; her dilatoriness about undertaking needed services, he 
argued, was a device for saddling the burden upon Congress.”° 

These municipal troubles were only pinpricks, however, as 
long as the Army of the Potomac, under McDowell and then 
McClellan, under Burnside, Meade, and then Grant, was fight- 
ing the Confederate Army in nearby Virginia and Maryland. 
Almost harder to bear were the periods of military inaction 
when, as one woman wrote, “our armies are doing nothing and 
our generals little else except quarreling among themselves. .. . 
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Our future looks dark.” From the secession of Virginia in April 
1861 to General Early’s raid in July 1864, fears for the safety 
of the capital rose and subsided and rose again at intervals. 
No one could forget that Washington was a main goal of the 
enemy, just as was Richmond for the Union. By 1862 forty- 
eight forts ringed the District; a clearing fifteen miles long and 
a mile and a half wide cut through the woodlands from the 
Eastern Branch above the Almshouse to the Potomac at the 
Chain Bridge formed a barricade of felled trees designed to 
prevent surprise attacks. But except for the wounded and ill, 
seasoned soldiers were few in the capital during much of the 
war; inexperienced militia and hastily organized companies of 
government clerks afforded thin protection. In the summer of 
1864 when Jubal Early’s men in gray marched through Silver 
Spring, Maryland, and advanced upon Fort Stevens, scarcely 
five miles above Boundary Street, only the arrival of the VI 
Army Corps rushed up from Petersburg seemingly kept Wash- 
ington from capture. 

Moreover, from the first battle of Bull Run to the end of the 
war and after, householders unable to perform more than minor 
services had to see thousands of soldiers no one knew how to 
save die of wounds and dysentery and typhoid fever. At times 
50,000 men lay in the military hospitals within sight of the 
Capitol—“a population,” Walt Whitman remarked, “more nu- 
merous in itself than the Washington of ten or fifteen years 
ago.” Wounded men filled improvised wards in churches, in 
St, Elizabeths rooms at the Insane Asylum, in the halls of the 
Capitol, and at the Patent Office in passageways between pon- 
derous glass cases crowded with miniature models of inven- 
tions. Carts carrying the dead nightly lumbered through the 
streets leading to the cemeteries, to Oak Hill, or Glenwood, or 
Mt. Olivet, or, after June 1864, to the newly dedicated Arlington 
National Cemetery across the Potomac on part of what had 
been General Robert E. Lee’s plantation, where Confederate 
and Union dead shared the fields and wooded hillsides. In 
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Washington and Georgetown, as throughout the North, be- 
neath anxiety for the Union and for the capital, beneath grief 
for the dead and the maimed, lay heavy fear for husbands and 
sweethearts, sons and brothers still fighting on the war’s 
bloody battlefields.*° 

Yet amid the anguish of mind and spirit and the physical 
discomforts, the city enjoyed a wholly new material prosperity 
as the war went on. Commissary and Quartermaster supplies 
poured into the city month after month. The government put 
up new warehouses near the 7th Street wharves and built, 
bought, or leased accommodations for offices, hospitals, and 
workshops for repair of military equipment until, by mid-1862, 
real estate prices had become as inflated as they had been 
depressed in the first months of the war. Cattle pens and a 
slaughterhouse occupied the Monument grounds; Foggy Bot- 
tom was filled with wagon sheds and corrals for 30,000 horses 
and mules. Quartermaster General Montgomery C. Meigs 
commandeered for his headquarters the still unfinished Cor- 
coran Gallery of Art next to the Blair House and established 
nearby the principal army clothing depot. From the cavalry 
depot at Giesboro Point, now part of Bolling Field of the Air 
Force, some 21,600 tons of forage were shipped monthly to 
the Army of the Potomac. The Baltimore and Ohio Railroad 
was choked with incoming freight, some of it supplies for the 
Bureau of Medicine and the twenty-five military hospitals in 
the area. To move matériel on promptly to the Army in northern 
Virginia, the government put to use the tracks on the Mall laid 
in the 1850’s by the Alexandria and Washington Railroad, built 
a trestle just below the long Bridge to carry the rails across 
the river, and in 1863 permitted the company also to run its 
trains along the foot of the Hill into the Baltimore and Ohio 
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depot. In three and a half years more than 30,000 loaded cars 
passed over these tracks. The Navy Yard was employing 1,700 
workmen by 1862 and built a new foundry the next year. Army 
contractors, men seeking special favors, and heavy-hearted men 
and women come to inquire for wounded relatives filled the 
hotels to overflowing; five hundred new arrivals a day came to 
be a commonplace.* 

At first this sudden activity scarcely benefited local residents. 
Big firms in the North got most of the contracts for military 
supplies, and the rentals the government paid for buildings 
were not high initially. But as the war moved into its second 
year, northern businessmen began to buy Washington real 
estate at rapidly mounting prices, and new stores and hotels 
rose. When Philadelphians outbid local investors for a control- 
ling interest in the newly chartered Washington & Georgetown 
Street Railroad and began running horsecars from the Navy 
Yard to Rock Creek and beyond, local men organized the 
Metropolitan Street Railway with tracks along F Street to 
the railroad station. The demand for food, lodging, household 
wares, and clothes sent prices skyrocketing. According to a 
newspaper correspondent, the landlords of the three largest 
hotels were clearing between $30,000 and $100,000 a year, and 
the war was enriching tailors, stationers, blacksmiths, saddlers, 
and local suppliers of mattresses and iron bedsteads. Harvey’s 
“fish house” installed kettles for steaming oysters, and some 
450 other restaurants and bars flourished. Liquor license fees 
ran to about $91,000 in 1863, whereas $10,000 had been 
normal before the war. “The inspiration of Northern ideas and 
industry,” declared the Chronicle, was behind the boom; Wash- 
ington’s lackadaisical prewar leaders must not be allowed here- 
after to blot out the effect of “Northern enterprise and thrift.” 
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Expectations that much of this new business would vanish 
at the end of the war probably explain Mayor Wallach’s reluc- 
tance to let municipal expenditures rise sharply. Yet the Metro- 
politan Police reported that population, apart from transients, 
had climbed to 140,000 before 1864, and Postmaster Lewis 
Clephane estimated that the 61,000 people he had to serve 
when Lincoln appointed him in 1861 had become in two years 
over a million if he counted the soldiers stationed in the im- 
mediate vicinity. Mayor Wallach himself boasted that, while 
manufacturing in most parts of the country had shrunk, “ours 
has increased in an almost inverse ratio.” Clephane looked for- 
ward to seeing “the banks of the Potomac above Georgetown 
lined with manufactories worked by white labor.” The hundred- 
foot drop in the water level between the Great Falls and Wash- 
ington could furnish cheap power, and for the first time local 
banks might be ready to finance new industrial ventures. Riggs 
and Company had advanced a half million dollars to Army 
contractors in the first year of the war, Jay Cooke and Company 
had set up a banking house on 15th Street and, upon the passage 
of the National Banking Act of 1863, the First National Bank 
opened with $500,000 of capital and Henry D. Cooke, brother 
of the financial wizard, Jay, as its president; in 1864 the 
Merchants’ National Bank got a charter, and in March 1865 
the Bank of the Metropolis became the National Metropolitan 
Bank of Washington. Available capital, enormous power po- 
tential, and growing local demand all promised a future for 
manufacturing. Only skilled labor was scarce, and demobiliza- 
tion of the army eventually should meet that want.*? 

Not everybody profited. Skilled workmen commanded un- 
heard-of wages, some of them as much as $3.50 a day, mer- 
chants with stock bought cheap could sell at huge markups, and 
people with real estate to dispose of made killings; but petty 
tradesmen without the credit to purchase goods at the right 
moment, common laborers, and people on salaries suffered. 
Families whose income had derived from the South or from 
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the hire of their slaves faced real want. When the government 
began to- pay its employees in greenbacks instead of gold, 
until Treasury issues of one- and two-dollar bills appeared, 
tradesmen unable to make change were forced to accept the 
small notes issued by state banks, paper of depreciated or un- 
certain value. By the President’s order, work on the Capitol 
had resumed in August 1861, an extension to the Treasury 
began in 1862, and over a two-year period the superintendent 
of the aqueduct needed day laborers, but seasonal layoffs, dur- 
ing which the cost of necessities rose ever higher, constituted 
a recurrent hazard for unskilled and semi-skilled workmen. 
Perhaps the pinch was still worse for gentle people who had 
never before had to earn their livings and for ministers, clerks, 
and teachers with fixed salaries and with appearances to main- 
tain. 

Military priorities and the loss of easy access to former 
sources of supply heightened inflation. Housing in Washing- 
ton was at such a premium that in 1863 a number of “meritori- 
ous mechanics” moved their families across the Eastern Branch 
opposite the Navy Yard to build up Uniontown. Produce and 
coal, before the war shipped down the C & O Canal, across the 
aqueduct canal into Alexandria, and then back by barge to 
Washington, could no longer take that inexpensive route once 
the army had transformed the aqueduct canal into a military 
bridge; instead, cargoes had to be unloaded in Georgetown and 
carted thence into Washington, since Georgetown, in order to 
maintain her monopoly on canal traffic, had carefully built her 
bridges too low to give canal boats direct access to the river. 
Living costs drove citizens to try to form a Consumers’ Protec- 
tive Association for cooperative buying. Government employees 
at one point organized a Clerks’ Emigration Society when in- 
vestigation showed prices in Baltimore well below those in 
Washington; the difference between $940 a year for rent, food, 
and fuel in Baltimore and $1,333 in the capital pointed to the 
economy of commuting even at an annual cost of $125 for 
railroad fare. Reputable citizens fell behind on their taxes, and 
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landlords had trouble in collecting their rents. In the summer 
of 1864 flour went up to $20 a barrel, potatoes to $5 a bushel, 
and butter to 70 cents a pound. Only the end of the war 
promised relief.* 

Meanwhile fears lest the destructive forces of war blot out 
all concern for pure science troubled Joseph Henry. In 1861 
he believed the Union doomed and the role of the Smithsonian 
imperilled. In fact the loss of money invested in southern 
securities sharply curtailed the endowment funds of the Insti- 
tution. Desperately anxious to keep it free of “{nauspicious 
connexions” with political entanglements, the secretary, after 
two or three unhappy experiences with abolitionist lecturers, 
refused to let any partisan group use the Smithsonian halls. In 
1862, however, Henry grimly noted that “the art of destroying 
life, as well as that of preserving it, calls for the application of 
scientific principles and the institution of experiments on a scale 
of magnitude which would never be attempted in time of peace.” 
The Smithsonian consequently, while endeavoring to carry on 
its normal activities, undertook some military research pro- 
grams; the chemical laboratory developed a “disinfecting fluid” 
and Henry himself contributed his knowledge of gases, meteor- 
ology, and wind currents to assist the aeronauts of the short- 
lived Army observation balloon corps. Army doctors, in turn, 
quickly discovered the unequalled chances open to them to 
enrich medical science through observation of thousands of 
cases. From the records and statistics compiled by officers of 
the Medical Corps would come new research tools after the 
war, notably the Army Medical Library and Museum. 

Unlike Henry, Dallas Bache saw immediately how to keep 
intact his scientific staff and use it for military purposes. Coast 
Survey teams accompanied troop units into the field and, with 
the collaboration of high-ranking Navy and Army officers, 
Bache prepared maps and data to ensure the success of coastal 
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blockades and amphibious operations in the South. Further- 
more, upon the defection of Commander Matthew Maury to the 
Confederacy, the assignment of Commander Charles H. Davis 
to Washington opened up a new regime at the Naval Observa- 
tory. A trained mathematician who had had charge of work on 
the Nautical Almanac in Cambridge, Massachusetts, when the 
government launched that undertaking in 1849, Davis promptly 
reinstated Lt. James Gilliss as head of the observatory. Thence- 
forward astronomy rather than hydrography received first at- 
tention. Attracted by the challenge of the program, an obscure 
young man with a leonine head and an engaging manner came 
from Cambridge to join Gilliss’ staff in 1861; the intellectual 
vitality Simon Newcomb brought to the task was destined to 
make the Naval Observatory in time one of the great scientific 
organizations of the country. 

To Joseph Henry’s astonishment, Bache and Davis enlisted 
the help of Senator Henry Wilson of Massachusetts and slid 
through a preoccupied Congress a bill creating a National 
Academy of Sciences in March 1863. That body of fifty emi- 
nent men seemed likely to enlarge the sphere of science in 
Washington. As it happened, the members met only once in 
the capital during the war and their services to the government 
were minor, but the Academy appeared to have large potentiali- 
ties for peacetime. Although basic research made no headway, 
the preservation of scientific organizations and a certain amount 
of applied research accomplished as much as Washington’s 
intellectual world dared expect.*° 

For most Washingtonians this bloodiest, bitterest war the 
United States ever fought changed every-day routines very 
little. Georgetown Seminary and Columbian College enrolled 
fewer students than formerly, but men not in the Army gener- 
ally carried on their usual pursuits. On Sundays families at- 
tended church services, at times in makeshift quarters when the 
church buildings were in use as hospitals. On Saturdays mem- 
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bers of the Washington Hebrew Congregation gathered in the 
synagogue opened in 1861. Children trudged to school, played 
noisily at home, roamed the streets, and when the circus ap- 
peared each summer crowded into the tents put up at the city 
limits. County farmers and their wives spread their chickens 
and garden truck out in the market stalls. Women ran their 
households and sewed for the men serving their country. For- 
eign ministers dined out and sent their governments dispatches 
estimating the Union’s chances of survival. When the “Turkey 
Drivers” rode through the streets, each lancer carrying a twelve- 
foot black spear tipped by the small red pennant that gave the 
battalion its name, people cheered; but soldiers and even parades 
quickly came to be part of the familiar day-by-day scene. So- 
phisticated citizens snickered when “Professor” Scala led the 
Marine Band in playing the “Marseillaise” to welcome the 
imperial “Prince Napoleon” to Washington in 1861, but every- 
one missed the concerts when they ceased at Mrs. Lincoln’s 
request after eleven-year-old Willie Lincoln died of typhoid 
fever. One of the stirring moments of those four long winters 
of war came on December 3, 1863, when, to the boom of cannon 
from every fort about Washington, Thomas Crawford’s bronze 
“Freedom,” hoisted by horses, ropes and pulleys, rose to her 
place on the crowning cupola of the new Capitol dome.** 
Because anxiety and pain and death were omnipresent, people 
sought release in hectic gaiety. “Washington seems crazy,” 
wrote a newcomer, “four and five parties in one evening seems 
the fashion. Last evening there was a ‘Hop’ at Willards .. . 
General Tom Thumb and wife were there. She is very beautiful, 
I understand only thirty inches tall, he thirty-two.” Business- 
men, visitors, soldiers on leave or convalescent, congressmen, 
departmental officials, occasionally the President himself, at- 
tended Ford’s or Grover’s or Nixon’s or the National Theatre, 
where plays for every taste appeared—Macbeth and Othello, 
Pocahontas, the French Spy, Napoleon’s Old Guard, or melo- 
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drama like Six Degrees of Crime advertised as illustrating “with 
absorbing power, the progress towards ruin of INTEMPER- 
ANCE, LICENTIOUSNESS, GAMBLING, THEFT, MUR- 
DER, and the SCAFFOLD.” The popular young John Wilkes 
Booth made his last formal stage appearance in Washington 
at Ford’s theatre in The Apostate. Hotel barrooms, dance halls, 
and less reputable places, including doubtless some of the 
houses in Hooker’s Division, catered nightly to a large clientele. 
The Burns’ Club celebrated “Bobby’s” birthday, and the Union 
Chess Club organized tournaments. Sporting men raced their 
horses along E Street near the old Congressional Cemetery and, 
when the police arrested them for reckless driving, opened a 
“trotting course” across the river adjacent to the Government 
Hospital for the Insane. Interest in baseball revived whenever 
Washington’s star three-year-old team played on the old Poto- 
mac grounds. People flocked to the opera during its brief winter 
seasons and crowded into the Baptist church on 10th Street to 
hear Adeline Patti make her Washington debut. 

“You'd be astonished to see what dresses ladies wear. . . 
light lavender silks, tulle bonnets looking as though a breath 
might blow them away,” commented an Army wife. “One 
would hardly think we were at war, to see the crowds of well- 
dressed men and women flitting about.”*’ Until grief over 
Willie’s death led Mrs. Lincoln to withdraw from society as 
completely as possible, her elaborate gowns and jewels and 
extravagant mode of entertaining evoked endless gossip. At a 
White House reception in February 1862, Maillard of New 
York catered, decorating the tables with spun sugar helmets, 
American frigates, and goddesses of liberty. Rumor had it that 
the First Lady’s dress cost $2,000. Indeed malicious talk and 
political intrigue marked most social occasions. Cabinet wives 
might recall the exchange between Mrs. Lincoln and the beauti- 
ful auburn-haired Kate Chase at the President’s first dinner 
for his Cabinet; in response to her hostess’s greeting, “I shall 


37 Harriet Balch to her mother, 10, 15 Feb 1863, Balch Mss. The news- 
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be glad to see you anytime, Miss Chase,” the ambitious twenty- 
year-old daughter of the ambitious Secretary of the Treasury 
replied: “Mrs. Lincoln, I shall be glad to have you call on me 
at anytime.” Kate’s marriage to millionaire Senator William 
Sprague of Rhode Island was a special event; the bride wore a 
“magnificent tiara on her head studded with diamonds.” Her 
most envious detractors could not have foreseen that within a 
half dozen years her husband would have difficulty in wriggling 
out of charges of wartime treason or that she would end her 
days peddling chickens in the city where she had once held 
sway like a queen.** No one in a position of power was safe 
from oblique attack. People poked fun at the gullible head of 
the new Department of Agriculture who reportedly asked Con- 
gress for funds to buy two hydraulic rams because he had 
learned they were “the best sheep in Europe and we should 
by all means secure the breed.” While critics of the President 
bristled with indignation or laughed in spite of themselves, 
Mr. Lincoln parried their thrusts with humorous home-spun 
stories. That Vinnie Ream, an unknown sixteen-year-old school 
girl, should obtain permission to model from life that bewhisk- 
ered, deeply lined face and.massive head must have seemed to 
his enemies merely another wartime aberration. 

Tales of international plots went the rounds, rarely impeded 
by exact information. When four vessels of the Imperial Russian 
fleet anchored in the Potomac above Alexandria rumors ran 
that these represented a threat or, conversely, Czarist help for 
the United States. Men angered by British dalliance with the 
Confederacy early in the war took pleasure in Lord Lyons’ 
eventual recall, although it occurred three years after the 
British minister had brusquely demanded: “Passports or Mason 
and Slidell,” a reference to the Confederate emissaries forcibly 
removed by an American naval vessel from a British ship on 
the high seas. In the absence of other excitement there was 
always speculation about how many peddlers of military secrets 
had escaped the vigilance of Colonel Baker and his secret service 


88 Thomas and Marva Belden, So Fell the Angels, pp. 3-4, 27-149, 241-350. 
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men or how many “petticoat spies” had successfully smuggled 
gold, drugs, or contraband whiskey across the lines under their 
ample skirts.* 

With the fall of Petersburg and Richmond drawing near, 
March 1865 brought an easing of tensions. The lame duck 
session of the 38th Congress closed quietly, the 39th Congress 
would not convene before fall, and, while waiting for word that 
the Confederacy had collapsed, people in Washington let them- 
selves relax. For the first time organizations of colored citizens 
took part in an inaugural parade. The inaugural ball held at 
the Patent Office turned into a lavish affair. The menu of sixty- 
five dishes included terrapin stew, “Filet de Beef,” “Leg of Veal 
Fricandeau,” grouse, pheasant, quail, “Patete of Duck en gelee,” 
lobster salad, “Ornamental Pyramids: Nougate, Orange, Cara- 
mel with fancy cream candy,” macaroons, almond sponge, “Tart 
a la Nelson,” “Tarte a L’Orleans,” “Bombe a la Vanilla,” ice 
creams, ices, chocolate and coffee.*? When early April at last 
brought news of the capture of Richmond, Washington em- 
barked upon wild celebrations—illuminations, bonfires, speeches. 
And on the heels of that came Grant’s communique telling of 
Lee’s surrender at Appomattox Courthouse on Sunday, April 9. 
The end was at hand. 

39 Star, 6, 22 Feb, 11 Jul 1862, 13 Nov 1863; Chronicle, 29 Oct 1863; 
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CONTRABANDS, “SECESH,” AND IMPENDING 
SOCIAL REVOLUTION, 1861-1865 


z ABRAHAM LINCOLN regarded preservation of the 

TGs Union as the only reason for fighting a civil war; 
vag S the extinction of slavery was not in itself an issue 
at all. In 1861 all shades of opinion were to be found among 
Washingtonians about the righteousness of a war to save the 
Union. An Alexander Bache, a B. B. French, a Richard Wallach 
less positively, and a host of less prominent men looked upon 
recourse to arms as an inescapable obligation. At the other 
extreme stood a Walter Lenox, who thought coercion of the 
southern states morally wrong, a form of tyranny that drove 
him before the year was out to leave his native city for Rich- 
mond. W. W. Corcoran, whose only daughter had married a 
Louisiana congressman, said nothing but, after shipping a 
million and a quarter dollars in gold to England in 1862, de- 
parted to Paris for the war’s duration. Joseph Henry, though 
carefully avoiding any public statement, secretly believed the 
Union already doomed and. bloodshed, therefore, worse than 
useless.* Consensus, on the other hand, during the first year of 
the war ran that the President’s position was unassailable in 
declaring slavery and race questions not fundamental elements 
in the conflict. Yet, as time went on, few Washingtonians 
could fail to perceive that, whether or not they and the President 
wanted it so, the future of Negroes in America was inextricably 
intertwined with the more basic issue. Indeed by 1865 the 
status of colored people in the rebel states and in the District 
of Columbia seemingly had become as important to radicals 
in Congress as reuniting the nation. 

In spite of Washingtonians’ initial view, changes in the 
character of the city’s population, brought about chiefly by 
the arrival of “contrabands,” early interjected novel dimensions 


1 Thomas Coulson, Joseph Henry: His Life and Work, pp. 237-38. 
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into the community’s racial picture. Weeks before the first 
battle of Bull Run, fugitive slaves from Maryland and Virginia 
in larger numbers than for years past were finding their way 
into the capital. Runaways from masters in Maryland, a state 
loyal to the Union, were still subject to arrest under the terms 
of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, but the most legalistically 
minded magistrate in the District of Columbia could see the 
impropriety of returning the property of rebels and the practical 
difficulties of sending fugitives back to Virginia. In June 1861 
General Ben Butler, in command at Fortress Monroe, produced 
the formula for justifying the army’s custody of runaways; 
they were “contraband.”* Amused and relieved at so simple a 
legal evasion, the entire North adopted the term. But “contra- 
bands” soon ceased to be a source of amusement to Washington. 
As the stream of black field hands, old men, women, and chil- 
dren trickled over the Long Bridge day after day and month 
after month, a series of new troubles confronted the federal 
government and private citizens. Slaves, accustomed to con- 
stant supervision, were rarely ready to fend for themselves. 
Someone had to attempt to find them employment, to house, 
feed, and clothe them until they could support themselves, to 
watch over their health lest they suffer needlessly or spread 
epidemics, and to prevent them from turning lawless. 

Contrabands, termed by Secretary of State Seward “the 
property of the United States,” were at first neither fugitive 
slaves nor free people. Protégés of the government though they 
were—“government pets” a southern sympathizer called them 
—until Congress passed a law in July 1862 expressly freeing 
them, they were not safe from arrest as runaways. If jailed on 
any pretext, a contraband was likely to be at the mercy of the 
new warden of the District jail, a notorious Negro-hater who 
reportedly sold more than one free colored man into slavery.° 

2N.I., 1 Jun 1861; S Misc Doc 2, 37C, 2S, Ser 1124; Star, 7 Apr, 19 
May 1862. 

3 Star, 5 Dec 1861, quoting ltr, Sec/State Seward to General McClellan; 
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A Negro refugee from Virginia might have difficulty in proving 
that he was not a Maryland fugitive salable for jail fees when 
no master claimed him. Most Marylanders early in the war 
abandoned attempts to recapture their runaways in the District 
of Columbia, where mobs or Union soldiers undertook now and 
again to abduct slaves before the federal marshal could get 
them back to their lawful owners. Although that kind of dis- 
turbance largely ceased before the repeal of the Fugitive Slave 
Act in July 1864 and Maryland’s adoption of a new state 
constitution outlawing slavery,* passions aroused over the place 
of colored people in the scheme of things contributed to the 
turmoil war imposed upon Washington. 

If anyone was able to persuade himself that contrabands 
were merely a temporary phenomenon, certainly no Washing- 
tonian questioned the permanence of the social change effected 
by a congressional act of April 1862 emancipating the 3,100 
slaves owned by District citizens. The act ensured owners com- 
pensation and included a provision for colonizing freedmen out- 
side the United States; nobody put faith in the colonization plan. 
While the bill was under debate, District householders, fearful 
of the timing, fought the main proposal with petitions and 
memorials, published letters and newspaper editorials. Mayor 
Wallach and the majority of Washington’s councilmen besought 
Congress to delay legislation which at this “critical juncture in 
our national affairs” would convert the city, “located as it is 
between two slaveholding states, into an asylum for free negroes, 
a population undesirable in every American community, and 
which it has been deemed necessary to exclude altogether from 
some even of the non-slaveholding states.”> The strongly pro- 
administration National Republican supported the bill on the 
grounds that Washington would benefit from “the free princi- 





Diary of William Owner, 5 Apr 1862; National Republican, 14 Aug 1862; 
Chronicle, 15 Apr, 31 Jul, 1 Aug, 2 Sep 1863. 

* Republican, 24, 28 Feb 1862; Star, 17, 22, 23 May 1862; Chronicle, 
15 Apr, 13 May 1863. 

5 Cong Globe, 37C, 2S, App., pp. 347-48; Star, 19, 21, 25 Mar 1862; 
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ples and free industry which have built up the great cities of 
the North,” but the Star and the Intelligencer, although favor- 
ing gradual emancipation, insisted it should be in conjunction 
with the border states, and both papers deplored the burden 
to be put upon local taxpayers to care for infirm and helpless 
ex-slaves. The Star, moreover, considered the compensation 
offered, $300 at most for each slave, wholly inadequate. Prob- 
ably the Intelligencer summed up fairly the prevailing white 
point of view: no one would regret the end of slavery in the 
District were the act not plainly a first move toward congres- 
sional “regulation of society of the slave states.”® 

Emancipation in the District of Columbia marked the first 
break in sixty years in the protective wall about slavery. To the 
joy of the colored community, the repeal of the municipal black 
codes followed within a matter of weeks, thereby opening up 
new opportunities to enterprising Negroes. Colored men could 
now engage in any kind of business and several who had patrons 
on the Hill obtained government clerkships. Negroes, no longer 
impeded by a curfew, could occupy the “nigger heaven” at 
Grover’s Theatre. Intelligent colored people, nevertheless, al- 
most certainly foresaw that an inundation of black field hands 
from the South would create acute difficulties for all Washing- 
ton residents. 

Yet the pessimists of both races were not immediately proved 
right in anticipating serious trouble. Household slaves who had 
long lived in Washington and Georgetown in frequent associa- 
tion with free Negroes had learned something about the re- 
sponsibilities of freedom; a few went North, some took service 
with army officers, and others apparently stayed on as paid 
servants to their former masters. The contrabands, on the other 
hand, were generally trained only to the hoe. Loath as they 
were to leave the District, where they felt sure of government 
protection, contrary to every expectation they were not at first 
a heavy financial burden upon the community. During 1862 


6 Republican, 15 Feb 1862; Star, 8, 17, 29 Mar, 4 Apr 1862; N.I., 4, 12, 
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about four hundred lived in Duff Green’s Row on East Capitol 
Street where seventy years later the Folger Shakespeare Library 
would stand. As the early comers moved out to live with other 
Negro families in ‘Washington or found quarters of their-own, 
new arrivals moved into the Row. Ignorant, penniless, ragged, 
dirty, and hungry on arrival, some of them never adjusted to 
the new mode of life, but until the number of contrabands ran 
into thousands, a good many of these ex-field hands, aided by 
the government and private philanthropy, got on astonishingly 
well.’ 

In March 1862, humane people in Washington and the North 
organized first a local and then a national Freedmen’s Relief 
Association to furnish contrabands “clothing, temporary homes, 
and employment, and, as far as possible, to teach them to read 
and write, and bring them under moral influences.”* Federal 
officials, moreover, saw that the government must undertake a 
systematic program for handling the multiplying throng. In 
June the Governor of the Military District of Washington ap- 
pointed the Reverend D. B. Nichols, former head of the Chicago 
Reform School, to be superintendent of a “contraband depart- 
ment” with headquarters at_an army barracks on the outskirts 
of the city at north 12th and O Streets. There contrabands 
registered and received passes to ensure them military protec- 
tion. The government furnished them rations and employed the 
able-bodied men at 40 cents a day at the army corrals, at menial 
tasks in and about the military hospitals, or in repairing the 
avenues used for army transport. The Freedmen’s Relief Asso- 
ciation provided clothing and supplied food for the ill. When 
the military converted Duff Green’s Row into a prison, the 
contraband department moved its charges to tents at “Camp 
Barker” adjacent to its own headquarters. Till the end of 1862 
these arrangements sufficed, although the number of refugees 
grew from about 400 in April to some 4,200 in October. Nichols, 

"HH Ex Doc 42, 37C, 38, p. 8, Ser 1189; Republican, 31 Oct 1862; Star, 
30 May 1862. 
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defending the work of his department, declared that all of his 
charges except a very few old and infirm had found work. 
Employers in the northern and western states were eager to 
hire these Negroes, but “not one in a hundred can in anywise 
be persuaded to go North.” He later added that they seldom 
saved their earnings, a few enjoyed idleness, and drunkenness 
was increasing, but they were generally “a docile people.””” 

By the spring of 1863, in addition to the 3,000 in Alexandria, 
10,000 contrabands had gathered in Washington. And they 
continued to pour in: by 1865 some estimates put the four-year 
total of black newcomers at 40,000. In May 1863 the govern- 
ment opened a contraband village across the river in the bottom- 
lands of Arlington west of the Alexandria Canal, where a 
thousand Negroes raised hay and vegetables for the army. A 
year later the contraband department persuaded about 3,000 
more to move to the village from the northern sections of 
Washington. But most freedmen refused to budge from the 
District. Their ignorance of elementary hygiene coupled with 
the overcrowding in the government quarters or the housing 
they found for themselves rapidly converted whole areas of 
Washington into breeding spots for small pox and other dis- 
ease."? Living conditions deteriorated steadily. Shanties sprang 
up in the alleyways, and, on the swampy land along the lower 
stretches of the Washington Canal, the clusters of huts pieced 
together from scrap lumber, tar paper, and odd bits of junk 
composed a slum that won the name “Murder Bay.” “I have 
visited the freedmen in their cabins,” wrote one man in the last 
year of the war, “their sufferings are most heart rending. ‘The 
weather is cold; they have little or no wood. Snow covers the 

® Star, 30 May, 24 Oct 1862; Republican, 21 Jul, 11 Aug, 31 Oct 1862; 
Chronicle, 3, 11 Nov, 1 Dec 1862. 
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ground; and they have a scanty supply of rags called clothes. 
The hospital is crowded with the sick. . . . Government gives 
them a very, Very small allowance of soup. Ninety gallons was 
given yesterday; but what is that to feed thousands of families. 
... The feeling against them, among many in this place, is 
bitter malignant, devilish. . .. Many will die.”"* Many did die, 
exactly how many no record told. 

While more than a few white Washingtonians were generous 
in their help, the kindness well-established colored families 
showed the newcomers was more remarkable, for the contra- 
band invasion threatened the complete disruption of the well- 
ordered colored community. Throughout the South, a sociolo- 
gist of mixed blood later wrote, “generations of distrust had 
built up a wall of enmity between the darker-skinned field hands 
and the favored mulatto house servants.” That enmity had not 
appeared in ante-bellum Washington and Georgetown since 
virtually all slaves had been household servants except for the 
temporary gangs that “masters in distant places” hired out on 
construction jobs; and nearly half the free colored people of both 
cities had some white blood. Now alien blacks seemed about to 
engulf them all, as whites appeared increasingly prone to make 
no distinction between educated, responsible colored people and 
the mass of ignorant, often shiftless freedmen flooding in from 
the South. When Negro leaders from northern cities met in 
Washington to celebrate the eighteenth anniversary of the 
founding of the Grand United Order of Colored Odd Fellows, 
a military guard had to accompany the parade to “quell any 
outbreak.” 

The upper stratum of the Negro community struggled to 
preserve its position as best it could. In 1863 a group of colored 
men, some of them government clerks, organized the Lotus 
Club to which only leading Negroes might belong. White 
people and contrabands knew nothing about it, and yet its 
founding was a significant event in a city where, only twelve 
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months before, a curfew had interfered with all Negro social 
life. Insofar as the club’s originators intended it to set a stand- 
ard of civilized behavior, they fell short of their aim, for the 
very exclusiveness of the organization soon encouraged a form 
of unwholesome snobbery. The Freedmen’s Relief Association 
congratulated colored Washingtonians for “contributing largely 
to [freedmen’s] comfort from their slender stores,” but the praise 
contained a note of condescension and failed to recognize the 
rapidly widening rift between upper and lower class Negroes.** 

The predominant white attitude toward all colored people 
became increasingly hostile from mid-1862 onward. As the pro- 
portion of Negroes in the population rose, apprehensions grew 
about what Congress would next force upon Washington and 
Georgetown. The history of the preceding fifteen years and the 
report of the commissioners appointed by the President to 
handle the compensation of local slave-owners indicate clearly 
that citizens reluctant to have emancipation go into effect in 
wartime had nevertheless generally recognized the ultimate, if 
not the immediate, rightness of the law. But emancipation was 
only a beginning. After the repeal of the municipal black codes 
white people felt they had lost control of irresponsible blacks. 
Not infrequently the misdeeds of contrabands who used their 
new freedom to turn to thieving or worse were attributed to 
their law-abiding fellows; complaints against all Negroes multi- 
plied. As early as July 1862 a congressional committee reported 
that with the disappearance of the legal barriers established by 
slavery, “the prejudice of caste becomes stronger and public 
opinion more intolerant to the negro.” White supremacy, a 
phrase not as yet coined, had been a basic social premise too 
long to be discarded quickly and painlessly. Government protec- 
tion could not guarantee black people toleration. Hoodlums 
attacked Negroes on the least provocation or none. The Wash- 

13 Pauli Murray, Proud Shoes, The Story of an American Family, p. 53; 
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ington and Georgetown Street Railroad Company refused to 
permit them to ride inside its cars until Congress threatened to 
revoke its charter."* New colored school laws and the enlistment 
of colored troops crystallized the resentment of white people. 

The law enacted in May 1862 that required Washington, 
Georgetown, and the county to open public schools for Negro 
children initially offended the community but then went down 
rather easily. As the 58 percent illiteracy among free colored 
adults before the war climbed to an undetermined figure after 
the freeing of slaves and the influx of contrabands, white people 
could admit the wisdom of helping Negro education, if only 
because an ignorant colored population, no longer restrained 
by the black code, might be a danger to society. By the terms 
of the law, 10 percent of the taxes on Negro property was to 
be set aside to finance colored schools under the supervision of 
a separate board of trustees to be appointed by the Secretary 
of the Interior. The colored schools were thus legally under 
federal control, although the money was to come from local 
taxes. Congress, apparently persuaded that Negro property in 
Washington and Georgetown was extensive, expected the ar- 
rangement to produce some. $3,600 yearly, enough to start a 
primary school system. Neither city, however, kept separate 
records of white and colored taxes; officials merely allotted what 
they thought just to the trustees of the colored schools—Wash- 
ington $265 in 1862 and $410 in 1863, Georgetown nothing 
in 1862, $70 the next year. No white taxpayer had to feel 
alarmed over those sums.*® 

The American Tract Society of New York had started a free 
school for contrabands in the spring of 1862. Soon afterward 
the National Freedmen’s Relief Association had opened two 
evening schools and eighteen months later a day school on the 
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Island; by early 1864 association volunteers were teaching five 
Negro classes in church basements and halls. That March the 
trustees of the colored schools, having accumulated money 
enough to engage a teacher at $400 a year, opened the first 
colored public school in the Ebenezer Church, southeast of the 
Capitol. A hundred adults and children immediately tried to 
enroll, but one teacher and an inexperienced assistant, unable 
to handle so many, had to turn some away. Philanthropic groups 
then redoubled their efforts. Government employees offered to 
teach evening classes, and in the course of a few weeks nearly 
eight hundred colored adults and children were learning to 
read. By summer the newly formed Association of Volunteer 
Teachers of Colored Schools reported 32 persons sharing the 
teaching of 12 classes.** Privately sponsored schools, however, 
did not build the tax-supported system Congress had instructed 
the city corporations and the levy court of the county to establish. 

The second colored school law, enacted in June 1864, put 
teeth into the first: each city was to pay over to the colored 
schools the same proportion of the total school funds as the 
number of Negro children between the ages of six and seventeen 
bore to the number of white children; to ease the financial strain, 
the federal courts of the District were to pay into the school 
fund all money accruing from fines and forfeitures, a quarter 
of it to the colored schools of the county, a quarter to the cities’ 
colored schools, and a quarter each to Washington and George- 
town white schools.*” If some enlightened residents admitted the 
necessity of prodding the corporations into action, many more 
taxpayers indignantly dubbed the act unwarranted coercion, an 
interference foreshadowing other forms of arbitrary social regu- 
lation of loyal Union supporters. 

Their anger was not entirely groundless. From the Ordinance 

16 H Misc Doc 48, 38C, 1S, Ser 1200; NFR Assn, 2nd Anl Rpt, 1864, p. 
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of 1787 onward, federal land grants had helped support public 
schools in the territories and states, but Congress had never 
contributed a penny to common schools in the District of 
Columbia. The trustees of the colored schools themselves. ob- 
served in 1864 that the propertyless new freedmen increased 
educational needs without adding to the cities’ revenues.” 
Colored people’s taxes in Washington, according to judicious 
local estimates, amounted to 2 percent of whites’, the colored 
school population to perhaps 50 percent of the white. Washing- 
ton spent yearly a fifth of her revenues for public education, 
and still the 36 classrooms of 1862 could accommodate only a 
fraction of the city’s children. Among those who attended, fur- 
thermore, were children of federal employees who paid no local 
taxes. The sums henceforward obtainable from fines promised 
to be a drop in the bucket that Washington and Georgetown 
taxpayers must fill. Citizens felt, and with reason, that senators 
and representatives were enacting legislation for an unrepre- 
sented area that they would not dare propose for their home 
states and leaving the local community to pay the costs of 
educating black people who were properly a federal charge.*® 

The city council consequently continued mere token pay- 
ments to the Negro schools—in 1864-1865 only $628 out of a 
total school fund of $25,000. At the end of the war colored 
schools in the county still existed only on paper. Everywhere in 
the District indignation flared out at\Congress and at hyper- 
critical temporary residents without stakes in the community. 
And indeed, many a northerner who would later return home 
tended to display a self-righteousness coupled with a sentimen- 
tality about the virtuousness of all Negroes that infuriated 
Washingtonians who knew that it would eventually fall to them 
to construct a stable social order. Anger burned hottest of all 
at the intended beneficiaries of the congressional acts, for 
property owners believed that but for the contraband invasion 

18 H Misc Doc 48, 38C, 1S, Ser 1200. 
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the District would have escaped many problems that peace 
would not- solve.” 

The decision in the spring of 1863 to recruit Negro troops 
was a second, though short-lived, irritant in race relations. The 
plan grew out of the difficulties of meeting the local quota of 
volunteers in 1862. Washington’s council had voted $50,000 
for bounties, $50 for each man enlisting, but bounty jumping 
and “a stampede among the foreign element,” had run the costs 
up; the price of substitutes in November 1862 rose as high as 
$1,000 a man. As the 1863 draft became imminent, official dis- 
approval of enlisting Negroes therefore yielded to expediency. 
Whites who were not themselves responsible for raising the 
draft were horrified, evidently fearful lest colored troops inspire 
“uppityness” in all colored people. Although recruiting agents 
reported encountering “serious and sometimes violent opposi- 
tion,” before mid-1863 two companies of colored troops were 
mustered in and encamped on Analostan Island, once the home 
of James Mason, a former slave-owning United States Senator 
from Virginia and later Confederate emissary to Great Britain.” 
The island location protected the recruits from white hostility, 
but demonstrations against colored civilians occurred more than 
once. Hatred of colored people, the Star observed that summer, 
was growing. Only the lag in recruitment of the District’s draft 
quota, 3,863 men to be drawn from 19,327 males between the 
ages of 20 and 45, wore down the objections of whites. By 
1864 “substitute brokers” offering a bounty first of $30 and 
later of $150 a man were advertising for colored recruits and, 
according to later accounts, with official connivance were taking 
Negro prisoners from the county jail to fill the quotas.” All 

20 Star, 25 Jan, 22, 27, 28 May, 3 Jun 1862; Journal 62nd Council, 27 
Mar 1865, p. 2. 

21 Star, 29 Jul, 7, 9 Aug 1862, 22 May 1863; Journal 63rd Council, p. 189; 
Chronicle, 5 Nov 1862, 8, 16 May 1863; Baltimore Sun, 16 May 1863; H 
Rpt 80, 38C, 1S, Ser 1206. 

22 Star, 16, 18 May, 10 Jun, 18 Jul 1863; Baltimore Sun, 23 May, 4, 5 


Jun 1863; Chronicle, 30 Jul, 2 Oct, 12 Dec 1863, 25 Apr, 1, 9, 20 Sep, 14 
Oct, 15 Nov 1864, 1, 3 Mar 1865; H Rpt 23, 88C, 2S, Ser 1235. 


283 


IMPENDING SOCIAL REVOLUTION 


told, in the course of the war the District furnished to the Union 
forces 3,269 colored and 13,265 white men.” 

The number of colored soldiers recruited supplied an argu- 
ment for Negro enfranchisement. In the spring of 1864 @ peti- 
tion to Congress signed by 2,500 colored men quoted the 
Declaration of Independence and stated that “a large portion 
of the colored citizens of the District are property holders,” 
which was unfortunately, as the colored school trustees’ state- 
ment indicated, a palpable exaggeration. “The experience of the 
Past teaches that all reforms have their opponents; but” the 
petition concluded, “apprehensions of evils rising from reforms 
founded, in justice are scarcely, if ever realized.”** Congress 
tabled the petition. 

Not only the upper ranks of the Negro community but most 
white citizens suffered from the sudden changes brought in the 
wake of the contrabands of war. Certainly the shift in white 
attitudes from acceptance of Negroes as servants to dislike and 
undefined fear of them as future fellow citizens contributed to 
the worsening of relations with Congress. Although the Senate 
tabled the petition for Negro enfranchisement, among leaders 
of the Republican party the‘conviction was manifestly growing 
that suppression of the rebellion, because it meant eradication 
of the slave power, also meant new status for Negroes. Hence, 
little by little the idea gained ground that anyone devoted to 
the Union cause must endorse a program of rights for colored 
people in the capital. From this premise radicals apparently 
reached the conclusion that anyone prepared to uphold the doc- 
trine of white supremacy in the District of Columbia was prob- 
ably anti-Union. The evidence is inferential, to be read between 
the lines of public pronouncements and newspaper comment. To 
have voiced that opinion openly on the floor of House or Senate 
would have alienated moderates throughout the North and en- 

*8 Rpt Sec/War, 1863, pp. 55, 134-36, Ser 1184; Rpt Board of Colored 
Troops, in Rpt Sec/War, 1865, p. 58, Ser 1249; Dyer’s Compendium, p. 11; 


Final Rpt Provost Marshal Gen, in Rpt Sec/War, 1865, pp. 69, 78, Ser 1251. 
24 Ptn, S38A-H3, 15 Apr 1864; Journal 63rd Council, p. 380. 


284 


IMPENDING SOCIAL REVOLUTION 


raged the border states, and in 1864 the war was not yet won. 
Yet nothing except honest belief or partisan pretense that local 
antagonism toward Negroes was an expression of secret seces- 
Sionist sympathy seems to explain the mounting hostility in 
Congress toward the people of Washington and Georgetown. 
Late in December 1864 an overwhelming majority of the Senate 
voted an inquiry into the desirability of forcing every local 
resident to take the “iron clad” loyalty oath.” 

Suspiciousness of Washingtonians had taken root in Con- 
gress before the Republican administration came into power. 
The accusations of greed and ineptitude brought by senators 
against the city in the late 1850’s may have prepared the ground; 
beyond question the conspiracy tales told during January 1861 
fostered doubts about the community’s loyalty. After the firing 
on Sumter, those doubts were deepened by the hesitation of the 
District volunteers to enlist for unlimited service, and, after the 
secession of Virginia, by the early departure to the South of 
several eminent local property owners and by the stream of 
army and navy officers who left to join the Confederate forces. 
Walt Whitman’s description of the scenes in Washington im- 
mediately after the first battle of Bull Run represents a not 
untypical northern interpretation of local attitudes. The furor 
over the new loyalty oath that August and Mayor Berret’s 
pompous attempt to put the dignity of his office above the needs 
of national security as Congress saw them increased resentment 
on the Hill. Thereafter the lengthening list of resignations or 
dismissals from government service and the number of arrests 
in Washington for real or suspected sedition fastened the label 
“secesh” upon the city’s residents. 

The capital in fact was a “hotbed of secession,” but intem- 
perate members of Congress and constituents in distant places 
apparently let themselves hold local citizens responsible for the 
disloyalty of all people who had held office or lived here.” Yet 

25 Cong Globe, 38C, 2S, pp. 91-93. 
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who was a local citizen? In addition to families who had lived 
in Washington for years but kept formal voting citizenship in 
one or another of the states, the capital of the Civil War era 
contained an indeterminate number of residents without strong 
local ties. The extension of the municipal franchise in mid- 
century to any white man who had lived in a ward of Wash- 
ington or Georgetown for a year and then an 1863 amendment 
reducing the residence requirement from twelve months to three 
heightened the confusions. A District citizen might be anybody 
who had drifted into the area for evil purposes or good, stayed 
for a few months and decamped if trouble threatened him. The 
boasts of southern newspapers in 1861 that Confederate sym- 
pathizers lined the northern bank of the Potomac automatically 
blackened the cities’ reputation in the North. Of the people 
arrested in Washington for seditious talk or deeds during the 
war only a very small percentage had been listed as residents 
in the 1860 Directory. Declarations of devotion to the Union 
sounded empty to prejudiced ears, and countless patriotic deeds 
were so quickly forgotten that even the partisan National Re- 
publican protested the belittling of the services of the District 
volunteers.”’ To northern communities, people in Washington, 
however temporarily, tended to become synonymous with the 
people of Washington, and thousands of Americans evidently 
came to associate every act of sedition in the capital, regardless 
of the perpetrator, with its “traitorous” citizens. Long after the 
assassination of Lincoln in 1865, Washington and Georgetown 
had to endure the anger of a nation that felt itself betrayed by 
its protégés. 

That where there’s smoke there must be fire was so generally 
accepted a maxim that succeeding generations would rarely 
question its application to Civil War Washington. The flaws 
in that form of logic would first become evident to many an 
American during the McCarthy era ninety years later. Wash- 


*7 Star, 8 Aug 1861, quoting Richmond correspondent to the Memphis 
Argus; Republican, 31 Jul 1862; ptn, S87A-H7, 28 Mar 1862. 
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ingtonians, indignant at the disparagement of their patriotism, 
were particularly incensed at a law enacted in May 1862 re- 
quiring voters challenged at the polls in city elections to take 
the loyalty oath or lose their votes. The Intelligencer, which 
ordinarily eschewed comment on District affairs, wrathfully 
called the act unwarranted discrimination against citizens who 
had abundantly proven their loyalty and, in proportion to their 
numbers, supplied more soldiers to the Union army than had 
many of the states. While the city council ruled that public 
school teachers must take the oath, Mayor Wallach contented 
himself with stating that, all allegations to the contrary, “our 
city is true to the principles that made the capital of the greatest 
nation on earth.” Having estimated that about 600 men from 
the District, among them several prominent in ante-bellum 
Washington, were serving in the Confederate army, in 1862 
the Star upheld the propriety of special acts to protect the capital 
from “secessionist sympathizers and agents,” but a year later 
the Star also was taking offense at the impugning of the loyalty 
of the city as a whole.** Not improbably the social position many 
of the defectors had once commanded accounted for the tarring 
of the entire community. By 1863 the bulk of the evidence in- 
dicates that most southern sympathizers were in jail or had 
departed to more congenial climes, leaving the District to Union- 
ists, to professional spies from the South, to a few elderly house- 
holders clinging to the past, and to several gangs of contraband 
runners interested only in the money to be made in trade with 
the enemy. Yet at one point whispers ran that even Joseph 
Henry was guilty of treachery: the man who refused to permit 
abolitionist lectures at the Smithsonian was signalling the enemy 
from its turrets while pretending to be conducting meteorolog- 
ical experiments. General McClellan told a local mass meeting 
in May 1863: “I have never thought that sufficient justice has 
been done to the citizens of Washington in .. . regard to your 


28 Cong Globe, 37C, 2S, App., p. 355; N.I., 2 Apr 1862, 21 Apr 1863; 
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loyalty but history will do you justice as your own consciences 
do now.””° 

The Daily Morning Chronicle, owned by Clerk of the Senate 
John Forney, appointed itself the scourge of the community. 
The Star angrily rebuked the newer paper for accusing Wash- 
ingtonians of professing pro-Unionism merely for the sake of 
feathering their nests. The Baltimore Sun in turn scoffed at the 
Chronicle’s contention that Washington voters wanted only 
“secesh” in the City Hall; naturally they preferred to elect men 
long known in the city: new arrivals were too prone to be “pro- 
colored” to find favor. Forney, however, unflaggingly portrayed 
Washington as a city virtually captured from her rebel inhabit- 
ants and thus properly subject to all the punitive measures the 
Union army employed in the South; instead of refusing to accept 
newspapers as “witnesses and public rumor proof” of collabora- 
tion with the enemy, the United States Attorney General should 
waive legalities and immediately confiscate the “vast amount” 
of rebel property in Washington.*° As Forney had obtained for 
his newspapers the advertising of government departments and 
published the only Sunday paper in the capital, he had a certain 
amount of official backing and large financial resources; just or 
otherwise, he had influence in high places. When Confederate 
troops under General Early swept up to Washington’s outer 
defenses in the summer of 1864, the Chronicle declared the raid 
showed “a very considerable proportion of the population here 
and in Georgetown . . . cognizant of, longing for, and many 
of them facilitating, the coming of the rebels.”** Such an accusa- 
tion was not to be dismissed lightly, for if it truly reflected the 
view on the Hill, Congress might seek a terrible revenge. The 
Senate plan introduced in December 1864 to exact the “iron 
clad” loyalty oath of every District citizen might be a mere 
foretaste of greater indignities to come. 


29 Star, 16 May 1863. 
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Whether Washingtonians who had thought Lincoln’s elec- 
tion a national disaster in 1860 still looked upon him as their 
Nemesis in the early spring of 1865 is a matter of conjecture. 
Presumably many of them were able by then to put faith in the 
words of his second inaugural: “With malice toward none; with 
charity for all . . . let us strive on . . . to bind up the nation’s 
wounds, . . . to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and 
lasting peace among ourselves, and with all nations.” Hopes rose 
during the next few weeks that vindictiveness would not prevail. 
During the five days following the news of Lee’s surrender at 
Appomattox, it was enough to know that the bloodshed would 
soon be over. On the night of Good Friday, April 14, the Presi- 
dent, yielding to his wife’s insistence, went to see Our American 
Cousin at Ford’s Theatre. There John Wilkes Booth’s murder- 
ous shot turned thankfulness into sorrow and new anxiety. 

Washington had lived through threats of betrayal and seizure, 
through physical hardships and travail of spirit. Old residents 
had felt wrath over vilification by radical Republicans, dismay 
at the influx of freedmen, and alarm at the portents of the future. 
Yet probably no Washingtonian realized how completely the 
war had swept the old life away. Clouds of suspicion not quickly 
to be dissipated by peace enveloped families once honored as 
among the best of the South. Money made during the war gave 
prominence to men hitherto obscure. Alexander Shepherd, for 
example, in 1861 a gasfitter’s assistant, would soon emerge as 
a power in the city, one of four proprietors of the Evening Star, 
possessor of a farm in the county valued at $65,000, and owner 
of considerable real estate in Washington. New Yorkers and 
Philadelphians, having gained control of the local banks and 
the principal street railway, now overshadowed native capital- 
ists like W. W. Corcoran and his associates. A community 
formerly made of “Society,” including a handful of scientists 
and amiable high-ranking army and navy officers, but otherwise 
chiefly composed of small tradesmen, clerks, artisans, white day 
laborers, free Negroes and slaves had become largely a city of 
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rich men and poor, “niggers,” “nigger-lovers,” and “nigger- 
haters.” Citizens resentful of the social revolution thrusting in 
upon them would fight further change, but the old Washington 
was gone forever. 

That late April morning as the sixteen-foot, black-velvet- 
draped hearse drawn by six gray cavalry horses moved slowly 
down Pennsylvania Avenue toward the Capitol, where Abraham 
Lincoln’s body would lie in state before beginning the journey 
through the cities of the North and on to Springfield, Illinois, 
men watching the procession and hearing the muffled roll of 
the drums sensed only dimly that they had come to the end 
of an era. 
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RECONSTRUCTION AND RESISTANCE, 1865-1868 


a IN April 1865 knowledgeable Washingtonians felt 
TGs sure that if radical Republicans like Ben Wade of 
La Py, Ohio, Charles Sumner of Massachusetts, and Thad- 
deus Stevens of Pennsylvania were in a position to dictate re- 
construction policy, they would treat the District of Columbia 
like enemy territory. If that realization heightened distress at 
Lincoln’s assassination, the horror in the city was none the less 
genuine. The day Lincoln died, the city council voted a $20,000 
reward for the assassins’ arrest—eloquent testimony to the 
strong emotion of the financially hard-pressed corporation. 
Shortly thereafter the council issued an angry warning to for- 
mer citizens who had supported the rebellion not to attempt a 
return to the District, a statement modified a week later to 
express confidence in President Johnson and readiness to leave 
decisions on amnesty to him. Once the panic about a Con- 
federacy-inspired, city-wide conspiracy had died down, evaporat- 
ing under proof that the plot was the work of a half-dozen “out- 
siders,” not even Secretary of War Stanton, who had taken 
command the night of the shooting of the President and the 
simultaneous attack on Secretary of State Seward, accused the 
city of negligence; the Provost Marshal’s guard and the Metro- 
politan Police were federal employees outside municipal con- 
trol. Yet the murder cast long shadows upon the community. 
Heavy-hearted residents set about raising a subscription for a 
memorial statue of Abraham Lincoln to stand in front of the 
City Hall, but meanwhile the killing of John Wilkes Booth 
and the hanging of three of the conspirators—as well as the 
almost certainly innocent, mousy little roominghouse-keeper, 
Mrs. Surratt—did little to dispel anxiety. 
Demobilization of the army provided distraction for a time. 


1 Journal 62nd Council, 15 Apr 1865, pp. 2, 3, 6, 8 May 1865, pp. 14-15, 
18-24, and 15 May 1865, pp. 4-5. 
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In the forty days between late May and early July, nearly a quar- 
ter of a million soldiers passed through the capital. Hour after 
hour, through the brilliant sunshine of May 23, the Army of 
the Potomac, rank after rank, paraded up Pennsylvania Avenue 
to the reviewing stand in front of the White House. Thousands 
of school children stood on the slope below the north doors of 
the Capitol, each child wearing a red, white, and blue rosette 
and carrying a miniature flag, while school banners marked 
“Welcome Heroes of the Republic, Honor to the Brave,” swung 
in the breeze. Years later Washingtonians who had been part 
of that throng of children remembered the breath-taking mo- 
ment when the flower garland flung to Colonel George Custer 
startled his horse and sent it rearing and plunging down the 
slope until the gallant rider, his long yellow locks streaming 
out behind him, brought his mount under control. The next 
day came Sherman’s veterans of the march through Georgia, 
followed by the notorious “Bummers” who had attached them- 
selves to the Division of the Mississippi and by long strings 
of mules and horses laden with tents, knapsacks, clothing and 
an occasional pickaninny. Cheering crowds from every state in 
the North lined the Avenue. Perhaps few onlookers, observing 
the lean hardness of these soldiers, could recall the youthful 
gaiety of those who had set out for Bull Run less than four 
years before. The military hospitals, crowded during much of 
the summer, emptied slowly, until by late autumn only two, 
given over to stubborn and chronic cases, remained. In Novem- 
ber came the execution of Captain Henry Wirz, one-time com- 
manding officer at Andersonville prison and originator of the 
infamous “deadline”; the outcome of his trial had been a fore- 
gone conclusion, but the torchlight parade staged to celebrate 
the hanging in the Old Capitol prison yard revealed the savagery 
of the tempers that might rule in Washington.’ 

By December, when Congress convened and debates on re- 
construction opened, the troubles of the District of Columbia 


2 Rpt Sec/War, 1865, p. 102, Ser 1249, and pp. 894-96, Ser 1250; H Ex 
Doc 23, 40C, 2S, Ser 1331; Poore, Reminiscences, 11, 187-92; J. O. Wilson, 
“Eighty Years of the Public Schools of Washington,” CHS Rec, 1, 144-46. 
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were looming large. Three problems so closely related as to be 
virtually one confronted the community. The most basic was 
economic: how to halt and reverse the decline in business by 
developing new commercial and industrial interests. The sec- 
ond, the status of Negroes, affected not only the material well- 
being but the social and political structure of both cities. The 
third was how to supply Washington and Georgetown with 
the urban conveniences northern city-dwellers had come to 
demand—easy transportation, well-paved, well-lighted streets, 
adequate sanitation, good schools, and effective protection of 
persons and property—but all without raising taxes to levels 
that would discourage new investment. Yet to be dilatory about 
undertaking these improvements would be to invite a decision 
in Congress to make a fresh start by establishing the national 
capital in the West. 

The shrinkage of business began at the very moment when 
men returning to civilian life most needed jobs. Hotel registra- 
tions no longer ran to hundreds daily. Employment at the Navy 
Yard and in the Quarter Master repair shops dropped precipi- 
tously. Local suppliers, who reportedly had all found war a 
bonanza, were now forced to curtail. In attempt to halt further 
losses a group of businessmen formed a Board of Trade, while 
old residents anxious to keep green the memories of the city 
of the past founded the Oldest Inhabitants Association. ‘The 
federal Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands, 
established in March 1865, was concentrating on finding work 
for freedmen, but the unemployed blacks thronging Washing- 
ton’s streets were constant reminders that further social changes 
might come.’ Perhaps the best gauge of the business decline 
was the loss reported by the Washington and Georgetown 
Street Railroad Company for the second six months of 1865. 

8 Rpt Sec/Navy, 1865, pp. x, xxv-xxvii, Ser 1253; Rpt Sec/War, 1865, pp. 
19, 88-89, 252-53, 622-27, Ser 1249; Ledgers, James Topham, 1860-72, 
Mss (CHS); Chronicle, 13, 25, 27 Oct 1865; Rpt Asst Comr Freedmen’s 
Bureau, S Ex Doc 27, 39C, 1S, pp. 151-55, Ser 1238; S. N. Clark to Brig 
Gen C. H. Howard, 31 Mar 1866, D.C. file, RG 105, N.A. (All Freedmen’s 
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Instead of the 9 percent profits of the two previous years, the 
company declared that, owing to the dwindling population, 
receipts between July and the end of December had fallen off 
30 percent and, although equipment was up-to-date and- the 
horsecars had carried over seven and a half million passengers 
during the year, the company was barely solvent. Deficits ap- 
peared in the next several years.* In 1866 the Merchants’ Na- 
tional Bank failed. Spared the tribulations of Alexandria in try- 
ing to recover from four years of military occupation, the Dis- 
trict cities had to consider the possibility of fresh confusion if 
Congress were to reannex the Virginia part of the original ten- 
mile square, as Lincoln had urged in 1861 and some Alexan- 
drians were now requesting.® 

Happily, fears of further business reverses proved groundless. 
The plan of reclaiming northern Virginia for the District 
lapsed, and, had Congress acted upon the proposal, it would 
probably have injured only Old Dominion pride. In Washing- 
ton the rapid enlargement of the force at the Government 
Printing Office and the expanding functions of the Department 
of Agriculture, for which a new high-shouldered, mansard- 
roofed building would begin to rise on the Mall in 1867, helped 
offset the reduction in army and navy activities. During 1866, 
furthermore, war claims filed by both northerners and south- 
erners again began to bring visitors to the capital. At the same 
time the President’s temperate policies permitted the return of 
former citizens who had left in 1861 to serve the Confederacy. 
W. W. Corcoran, who for two and a half years had kept the 
ocean between him and his war-torn country, met with a sur- 
prisingly cordial reception upon his return. Walter Lenox had 
died in a federal prison; Richard Coxe whose Georgetown 
house had been turned into a home for destitute colored women 
and children was unable to reclaim his confiscated property 
until 1868; and a score or more of other leaders of the ante- 
bellum community who had sided with the South faced similar 

* H Misc Doc 69, 39C, 1S, Ser 1271; H Misc Doc 158, 40C, 2S, Ser 1350. 
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troubles. Yet the economic aftermath of the war proved far 
less damaging to most families than had at first seemed likely. 

House-building gradually resumed; row houses sprang up in 
the section east of the Capitol, and several well-to-do senators 
bought or built residences in the more sophisticated northwest 
areas, along Massachusetts Avenue and K Street beyond 13th. 
Speculators began to purchase land on Meridian Hill north of 
the city, and a number of families of limited means built houses 
farther out in the Mt. Pleasant area. Since business was always 
briskest when Congress was in session, the protracted fights 
between the White House and the Hill during most of President 
Johnson’s administration benefited tradesmen by keeping sena- 
tors and representatives in Washington long months at a time.° 
Whether or not men accepted Mayor Wallach’s thesis that 
natural developments, not “adventitious causes,” were restoring 
prosperity, the building of anew YMCA and a Masonic Temple 
on 9th Street in 1867 marked a return of confidence in the city. 
That year showed a population of 106,052, a big drop from 
the estimated 140,000 of 1864, but still a 57.8 percent increase 
over 1860. Only 89,451 persons, including about 30,000 Ne- 
groes, listed themselves as permanent residents, but as long as 
Congress ignored the overtures of western cities to move the 
capital to the Mississippi Valley, Washington’s prospects looked 
bright enough.’ : 

Local enterprise, as in years past, had relatively little to do 
with the improvement. It derived primarily from the expansion 
of government business and from the steps Congress took to 
encourage better transport. Businessmen had recognized the 
importance of railroads since the mid-fifties, but the disasters 
that befell the Alexandria & Washington Railroad Company 
had instilled wariness in local investors: let Congress make the 

6 See n. 1; ptns, S39A-H3, 14 May, 11 Jun 1866; Cong Globe, 39C, 1S, 5 
Jul 1866, pp. 3577-81, 40C, 25, p. 4093; John Pickett to Charles T. Helm, 
14 Apr 1866, Letterbook, 1861-67, Pickett Mss; Baltimore Sun, 25 Oct 
1867; Henry Latham, Black and White, p. 94. 
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295 


RECONSTRUCTION AND RESISTANCE 


first move. Congress did. In 1865 it chartered the Metropolitan 
Branch of the B & O which would shorten by some forty miles 
the distance by rail from Washington to the Ohio Valley. The 
city council talked of buying $500,000 in bonds of the road 
to hasten construction; the proposal came to nothing for the 
very good reason that the municipality had neither cash nor 
credit to invest. Nevertheless, the work moved on rapidly; in 
1869 a train would make the six-mile run to Silver Spring in 
eighteen minutes. Meanwhile, although the tracks laid during 
the war on a trestle below the Long Bridge still crossed into 
northern Virginia and the government kept control until 1867, 
a successor to the defunct Alexandria & Washington Railroad 
Company was obviously going to have to finance and operate 
the road. To Washingtonian’s delight, in 1868 the Baltimore 
& Potomac Railroad, a newly formed affiliate of the powerful 
Pennsylvania, began building a line to enter the city by way 
of a bridge over the Eastern Branch. Not until 1870 would the 
new company obtain from Congress a formal grant to the right 
of way and the use of the tracks over the Potomac to connect 
with Virginia railroads, but in the interim the imminent ter- 
mination of the B & O's 33-year rail monopoly in the District 
and the gradual elimination of tolls on wagon roads between 
the city and the county gratified the local public.* 

For part of the white public, however, the new social order 
Congress sought to impose upon the community soured the 
sweets of prosperity. Citizens had long realized that the District 
of Columbia, where state laws and constituents’ preferences 
could not interfere, was likely to serve the Republican party 
as a proving ground for legislation later to be applied to the 
country at large. Just as a federal act had wiped out slavery 
here nearly nine months before the Emancipation Proclamation 
had ended it in the rebel states, so a postwar constitutional 

8 Sunday Chronicle, 2 Nov 1863; Star, 14 Feb 1869; Journal 62nd Council, 
13 Mar, 1865, p. 2; H. W. Schotter, The Growth and Development of the 
Pennsylvania Railroad Company, pp. 86-87; William B. Wilson, History of 
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amendment would forbid it throughout the United States, but 
whether the northern states would ratify amendments carrying 
political and social innovations further was problematical. Dis- 
tasteful to many a white Washingtonian as was the prospect 
in 1865 of having to accept the Negro as a fellow citizen, the 
strong possibility of having federal law force racial equality 
exclusively upon the District of Columbia was far harder to 
swallow. Aware that thousands of contrabands were determined 
to stay permanently within the federal area, white taxpayers 
might have shouldered with a semblance of grace the economic 
burden of a greatly enlarged, ignorant black population, had 
they felt certain of keeping social and political control. For that 
they were prepared to fight as best they could. 

Washington’s city council knew in the autumn of 1865 that 
a bill proposing Negro suffrage in city elections would come 
before the 39th Congress as soon as it convened in December. 
In November a committee of the common council had drafted 
a statement of the city’s official view: 

“The white man, being the superior race, must . . . rule the 
black. . . . Why he is black and we white, or why we the 
superior and he the inferior race are matters past our compre- 
hension. It, then, becomes a civil as well as a Christian duty 
to weigh his capacity for advancement in civil rights, and the 
only test by which his claim to the right of suffrage can best 
be ascertained will be by a comparison with the white race 
under like circumstances... . 

“Tf it took the ancient Briton a thousand years to emerge 
from his only half-civilized condition . . . to reach the point 
to qualify him for the exercise of this right, how long would 
it reasonably take the black man, who but about two hundred 
years ago was brought from Africa. . . .” Observing that some 
colored men had increased in intelligence and might qualify for 
suffrage, the councilmen nevertheless declared “that not one 
grown-up Negro in a hundred can read or write” and that “more 
forcible means exist why ladies of a given age should be entitled 
to the privilege.” The United States was a white man’s country; 
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let the dissatisfied colored man go elsewhere. “Already does 
there exist among the laboring men in our midst, a deep-seated 
hostility because employment is made more scarce by their 
[Negroes’] great influx into this city since the rebellion began, 
and a trivial circumstance will be made a pretext for collision.” 

The council discarded an alternative statement: “That we 
are not opposed to granting the right of suffrage to colored men 
simply because they are colored men, but that we believe the 
safety of our free institutions demands that the elective franchise 
should only be granted to men who can read or write” or to 
those who, “without regard to color,” possess mental and moral 
qualifications acceptable to an enlightened public.*° 

A month later Benjamin Wade, a determined defender of the 
Negro, presented his franchise bill in the Senate. Some 2,500 
Negroes headed by John F. Cook, son of the distinguished 
educator and Presbyterian minister, petitioned Congress to en- 
act the bill; Mayor Wallach immediately checked the names 
on the list and reported only 573 taxpayers among the signers. 
The president of the board of aldermen, in answer to the fre- 
quently heard Negro argument that colored men who had served 
in the army had every right to vote, insisted that the District’s 
first colored regiment had been recruited, not by voluntary 
enlistment, but by kidnapping carried on by Negro agents. “Of 
the Negroes residing here in 1861 and 1862, ... not one hun- 
dred entered the service of the United States, but those who did 
go were refugees and contrabands who came here to seek bread 
and who were taken possession of by men of their own color, 
and sold into the service of the United States.”** In mid-Decem- 
ber Washington and Georgetown each conducted a referendum. 
In Washington the outcome was 6,591 against, 35 for, Negro 
suffrage, in Georgetown 465 against, no one in favor. The vote 
was small, and some citizens labelled it unrepresentative. Sayles 
J. Bowen, postmaster of Washington and later mayor, believed 


® Journal 63rd Council, pp. 313-16. 
10 [bid., p. 318. 
11 [bid., p. 380, and 65th Council, p- 9; N.I., 18 Dec 1865, 


298 


RECONSTRUCTION AND RESISTANCE 


the referendum invalid because the assessors registered only 
men they wished to see vote; “experience has proved that a fair 
election cannot be held in this city.” And the Star fulminated: 
“The ballot box at the special election doubtless received many 
ballots from fingers that pulled rebel triggers.” 

The House debate on the bill began in January 1866. A 
minority protested the proposal as a tyrannical imposition upon 
an unwilling people. Representative Thomas, pointing out that 
he himself had worked and voted for emancipation in Maryland, 
argued that congressmen from northern states where the pro- 
portion of Negroes was small should not pass upon a problem 
with which they had no first-hand experience.** But the aboli- 
tionist wing of the 39th Congress and men of more political 
acumen than scruples held the floor. A speech of George Julian 
of Indiana, an idealist, a proponent of woman suffrage, a land 
reformer, and usually a man of sound judgment, revealed the 
temper of the radicals. After asserting that District Negroes 
owned property worth “at least $1,225,000,” supported twenty- 
one churches, twenty Sabbath schools, and thirty benevolent 
and civic organizations, had furnished three full regiments to 
the Union Army, and supplied 60 to 70 percent of the men 
for the drafts, Julian concluded: 

“T have argued that the ballot should be given to the negroes 
as a matter of justice to them. It should likewise be done as a 
matter of retributive justice to the slaveholders and rebels. Ac- 
cording to the best information I can obtain, a very large 
majority of the white people of this District have been rebels 
in heart during the war, and are rebels in heart still. That con- 
tempt for the negro and scorn of free industry which constituted 
the mainspring of the rebellion cropped out here during the 
war in every form. .. . Meaner rebels than many in this District 
could scarcely have been found in the whole land. . . . Congress 
in this District has the power to punish by ballot, and there 
will be a beautiful, poetic justice in the exercise of this power. 


12 Star, 23 Dec 1865; Chronicle, 16 Dec 1865. 
18 Cong Globe, 39C, 1S, pp. 261-63; H Rpt 2, 39C, 1S, Ser 1272. 
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... The rebels here will recoil from it with horror. . . . To be 
voted down by Yankee and negro ballots will seem to them an 
intolerable grievance, and this is among the excellent reasons 
why I am in favor of it... . Nor shall I stop to inquire-very 
critically whether the negroes are fit to vote. As between them- 
selves and white rebels, who deserve to be hung, they are 
eminently fit.”™* 

In the Senate a counterproposal, fights over modifications to 
the original bill, and the excessive heat of that June of 1866 
combined to delay action. Lot Morrill of Maine wished preced- 
ence for a bill revoking the two cities’ charters, returning their 
powers to Congress, and thus eliminating all local suffrage, both 
white and black. When that plan was dropped, he and several 
supporters urged a literacy qualification for every male except 
taxpayers and returned soldiers; 19 nays to 15 yeas defeated 
the amendment. In order to prevent a pocket veto of the original 
bill, the Senate chose to let the final vote wait till the next 
session. 

In December 1866, nineteen months before ratification of the 
14th amendment, the bill for unrestricted manhood suffrage 
in the District went through quickly. President Johnson’s mes- 
sage pronounced the measure premature and, in view of local 
sentiment, unjust; many of the men who voted for Negro en- 
franchisement here would not have advocated it at home. 
Connecticut, Minnesota, and Wisconsin had already refused to 
let colored men vote, and Kansas, Ohio, and Michigan would 
soon forbid it. A majority in Congress, however, looked upon 
Andrew Johnson as an intolerable obstructionist. House and 
Senate overrode the veto the day after it reached Capitol Hill. 
A by-product of the struggle was the shelving of the President’s 
proposal to give the District representation in Congress.” 

Omission of a literacy qualification from the suffrage act 
threatened the District cities with several thousand new voters 
who, if elated at the prospect of sharing white men’s political 


14 Cong Globe, 39C, 1S, pp. 256-59. 
5 Ibid., 39C, 18, pp. 3191, 3432, 39C, 2S, pp. 303-14, and App., p. 9. 
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privileges, still were unfamiliar with the obligations of citizen- 
ship. At least two-thirds of the colored men in the District had 
been slaves only three or four years before, and as slaves had 
been denied education. Now as freedmen they were little better 
qualified for political responsibility than as slaves. Small won- 
der that intelligent white women at times marvelled at the 
vagaries of a Congress which enfranchised ignorant male con- 
trabands and refused educated white women votes. Forebodings 
rose during the spring of 1867 when some 9,800 white and 
8,200 colored men registered to vote in Washington’s municipal 
election.** Yet contrary to gloomy expectations, colored voters 
under the guidance of Negro leaders displayed discretion; not 
until June 1868 did they elect Negroes to office. 

Neither congressional law, nor the Freedmen’s Bureau, nor 
public-spirited educated Negroes, however, could greatly lighten 
the immediate miseries of freedmen. Ill-prepared to earn a liv- 
ing in a competitive world, contrabands who had had jobs of 
sorts during the war found themselves out of work when the 
army demobilized, the corrals shut down, and the military 
hospitals closed. The Freedmen’s Bureau during 1865 turned 
army barracks into tenements for about 350 families, issued 
weekly rations of food and fuel, and now and again found jobs 
for some of the able-bodied, but need constantly outran what 
that bureau could supply. Relief societies and individuals con- 
tributed food, clothing, medicines, and even rudimentary lessons 
in housekeeping. The Association for the Relief of Destitute 
Colored Women and Children found homes in the North for a 
few contraband orphans and, after the official pardon of the 
rebel whose Georgetown house had served as the orphanage 
during the war, moved its charges to a farm in the county near 
Kendall Green. In eleven months the recently opened Freed- 
men’s Hospital treated 22,798 Negroes and reduced the death 
rate among patients to less than four per hundred.” Neverthe- 

16 See Table 111; Bryan, Capital, 11, 563, n. 3. 

17 Rpt F.B., H Ex Doc 11, 39C, 1S, pp. 16, 24, 36-39, Ser 1255; Rpt 


Asst Comr F.B., S Ex Doc 6, 39C, 2S, pp. 35-42, Ser 1276; ptn, S89A-H3, 
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less, according to a Washington councilman, official records 
showed that “of these people who have migrated to this District 
between the first of January 1862 and the first of January 1866, 
more than a third are already in their graves.” And in-early 
1867 an observant Englishman, writing of the country-wide 
situation, noted: “Mortality has been so great that some [white 
men] have predicted a solution of the difficulty in the disap- 
pearance of the whole colored race in the next fifty years.” 

In Washington thousands of freedmen lived in utmost squalor. 
Some of them occupied hovels near the river below L Street 
on the Island; others crowded into “Adams shanties” east of the 
Capitol; in 1866 in “Fredericksburg” on Rhode Island Avenue 
213 persons lived in a space 200 feet square. “Murder Bay,” 
located on land where the buildings of the Departments of 
Commerce and Labor would later stand, was still more notori- 
ous. “Here,” reported the Superintendent of the Metropolitan 
Police, “crime, filth and poverty seem to vie with each other in 
a career of degradation and death. Whole families . . . are 
crowded into mere apologies for shanties. . . . During storms 
of rain or snow their roofs afford but slight protection, while 
from beneath a few rough boards used for floors, the miasmatic 
effluvia from the most disgustingly filthy and stagnant water 

. renders the atmosphere within these hovels stifling and 
sickening in the extreme. . . . In a space about fifty yards 
square I found about one hundred families, composed of from 
three to ten persons each, . . . living in shanties one story high 
... and from five to eight dollars per month are paid for the 
rent of these shanties except .. . where a ground rent of three 
dollars per month is paid for a few square feet—there some of 
the more enterprising have erected cabins of their own. There 
are no proper privy accommodations. . . . Nor can the sanitary 
laws be properly enforced against delinquents, for they have 
no means wherewith to pay fines and a commitment to the work- 
house is no punishment.” An officer of the Freedmen’s Bureau 


18 Journal 65th Council, pp. 711-27; Latham, Black and White, p. 270. 
19 Cong Globe, 39C, 1S, pp. 1507-08. 
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spent four months and used 1,000 barrels of lime in white- 
washing freedmen’s quarters, but disinfectant, though fore- 
stalling city-wide epidemics of typhoid and dysentery, ended 
neither overcrowding nor unsanitary living conditions. The once 
half-empty, sprawling city of “magnificent distances” had sud- 
denly acquired slums as horrifying as those of New York.” 

Men in charge of the Freedmen’s Bureau employment office 
tried in vain to persuade former field hands to take the jobs 
that farm labor shortages in other parts of the country opened 
to them; even a threat to strike from the relief rolls the names 
of those who balked at settling on farmland across the Eastern 
Branch failed to move them out of the capital. Indeed, so far 
from an exodus, during 1866 and 1867 a fresh influx of freed- 
men poured in. Hundreds of them qualified as voters in June 
1867. Nor was misery confined to contrabands. A widely 
travelled Quaker woman declared “the suffering and the poverty 
of the poor of this city in excess of anything she had seen any- 
where else on the face of the globe.” Congress chartered the 
Freedmen’s Savings and Trust Company in order to encourage 
thrift among colored people who might be able to get their 
heads above water, but the plight of the utterly helpless con- 
tinued to receive greater attention on the Hill. Authority vested 
in the Freedmen’s Bureau to convert additional government- 
owned buildings into low rental tenements for freedmen of 
“good character” promised at first to offer substantial relief, but 
“good character” meant to bureau officials people who would 
pay their rent promptly, keep their homes clean, and live by the 
moral code of whites. “No persons professing to be husband 
and wife,” read one regulation, “will be permitted to occupy 
a tenement until they give satisfactory proof of lawful mar- 
riage.”** Freedmen without jobs could not pay their rent, fami- 

20See n. 17; H Ex Doc 142, 41C, 2S, pp. 29-30, Ser 1417; J. N. 
Vandenburgh to F.B., 20 Oct 1866, W. W. Rogers to Lt. Col. S. M. Beebe, 
1 Apr 1867, and C. H. Howard to Miss Lowell, 4 Apr 1867, and to Sayles J. 
Bowen, 14 Jul 1868, F.B. files. 

21 J. W. Bushong to F.B., 10 Oct 1865, S. N. Clark to Rev. Roberts, 27 


Mar 1866, circular ltr, 1 Oct 1866, and F.B. to Supt. O. S. B. Wall, 24 Jul 
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lies living in overcrowded quarters and ignorant of the elemen- 
tary principles of hygiene soon turned their tenements into 
filthy shambles, and former slaves who understood cohabitation 
rarely understood the legal formalities of marriage. Patient 
teaching and opportunities to earn a living manifestly offered 
the only way out of the wilderness through which, Henry Ward 
Beecher declared, all must pass “who travel from the Egypt 
of ignorance to the promised land of civilization.”” 

An adequate colored school system would hasten that journey. 
At the end of the war Mayor Wallach announced Washington’s 
readiness to remit to the trustees of the colored schools the 
entire amount Negroes paid yearly in taxes, but he stated flatly 
that the city could not do more and still support “the thousands 
of colored forced upon the city by the General Government.” 
In the summer of 1866 Congress authorized the use of empty 
army barracks for Negro schoolrooms, appropriated $10,000 
for building schoolhouses for colored children in the county, 
gave three lots for a similar purpose in Washington, and, with- 
out extending any help to the white schools, empowered the 
trustees of the colored schools to sue the cities for the principal 
and 10 percent interest on the money long overdue.” Still both 
city corporations procrastinated. Indeed so far from welcoming 
any federal contribution, however small, most council members 
came to resent congressional aid to Negro education as a form 
of discrimination against whites. 

In the autumn of 1865 a polite but forceful letter from Mayor 
Wallach to the Secretary of the Interior reviewed the historical 
facts of what President Washington, with the full endorsement 
of Congress, had pledged in the 1790's to the city-to-be in return 
for title to more than half the land involved; the mayor’s figures 
then indicated how far short of redeeming its promises the 
federal government had fallen since it sold the last of the 
federally owned lots in the city in the mid-1850’s. The presenta- 


22 Journal 65th Council, pp. 711-27. 
28 Journal 63rd Council, pp. 182-89; Spec Rpt Comr Educ, pp. 259-60. 
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tion was convincing. While aldermen and councilmen repeated 
the theme, the Secretary of the Interior supported Wallach’s 
plea for federal aid. Congress remained obdurate, refusing to 
admit the propriety of appropriations for sewers or street repair, 
for direct relief of impoverished whites or for grants to white 
as well as colored schools. City officials thereupon chose to defy 
the congressional mandates. The chain of reasoning apparently 
ran thus: since the District had no spokesman in Congress, 
only constant agitation would keep local problems before the 
national legislature; once the cities accepted the colored school 
laws the issue would die, inasmuch as newcomers in Congress, 
unfamiliar with the District’s history and present troubles, were 
unlikely to bother with revisions of legislation of no national 
significance. Unfortunately anger warped Washingtonians’ 
judgment. George Julian’s speech on Negro enfranchisement 
pointed to the punitive character of recent laws for the District, 
laws seemingly inspired by belief in the wickedness of local 
people whose anti-Negro sentiment, rooted in the doctrine of 
white supremacy, proved them all rebels. At city council meet- 
ings the pleas for moderation urged by men who believed in 
Negro rights and in the wisdom of cooperating with Congress 
consequently fell on deaf ears; indignation got the upper hand.” 

Unwise and ungenerous as this defiance was, the die-hards 
marshalled statistics to defend their position. Freedmen’s Bureau 
records, a councilman averred, showed nearly a third of all 
District children to be colored, whereas the value of Negro 
property, but a seventieth of white, brought in “very little in 
excess of a sum sufficient to meet the burdens their presence 
imposes upon society here.” Another man asserted that in con- 
trast to the 8 percent of New York’s annual municipal income 
spent for schools, Washington spent 20 percent, more than any 
other city in the United States; he characterized the authors of 
the local school laws as “locomotive philanthropists,” wealthy 


24 Rpt Sec/Int, 1865, pp. xxiii, 855-69, Ser 1248; Journal 63rd Council, 
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TABLE V 
SPECIAL CENSUS OF 18674 








WASHINGTON GEORGETOWN COUNTY TOTAL 





Total population 106,052 11,793 9,145 126,990 
White population 74,115 8,509 5,703 88,327 
Colored population 31,937 3,284 3,442 38,663 
White children ages 

6 to 18 17,801 2,152 1,494 21,447 
Colored children ages 

6 to 18 8,401 894, 951 10,246 
% Negro children of 

all children BDH I 29.3 37.4 3223 
Av. attendance in white 

public schools 4,631 362 356 5,349 
Ay. attendance in 

colored public schools 2,415 333 323 3,071 
Ay. attendance white 

private schools 4,717 635 _— 5,352 
Ay. attendance colored 

private schools 232 _ — 232 
% white children in 

public school of total 

white children 26. 16.8 23.8 24.9 
% Negro children in 

public school of total 

Negro children 28.7 37.24 33.9 29.9 
Teachers, 

white pub. schools 89 8 8 105 
Teachers, \ 

Negro pub. schools 49 8 ff 64 
% illiteracy among 

whites over 20 yrs 2.66 


% illiteracy among 
Negroes over 20 yrs: 
unable to read 45.7 
unable to write $19 


a Spec Rpt Comr Ed, pp. 5-9, 15-76, Ser 1427. The figures on illiteracy are 
computed from the tables listing the number of inhabitants of every age between 
one and twenty-one, and from the total illiteracy figures given on pp. 30, 42, 76. 


men seeking national prominence but indifferent to the welfare 
of the ignorant impoverished children in their own states.”* 
Mayor Wallach, in 1867 throwing discretion and conciliation 


to the winds, observed sarcastically that Congress, “in its zeal 
for education” had given “to states and other territories, 78,130,- 


25 Journal 63rd Council, pp. 412-17, App., pp. 3-15, 64th Council, pp. 
376-78, 395, 432-33, 442-43, and 65th Council, pp. 663-69. 
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000 acres of public land, which . . . would yield the enormous 
sum of $9'7,662,500, [but] to the District of Columbia, which 
is supposed to be under the fostering care of the general govern- 
ment... and whose people it now inordinately taxes to educate 
the thousands of contrabands allured to this ‘paradise of freed- 
men’ by the temptation to indolence offered by the gratuities of 
the Freedmen’s Bureau, it has never given a foot of land or a 
dollar of money.” And the school board reported that 34 percent 
of the pupils attending the white public schools were the chil- 
dren of government employees; in a city of 20,073 families 
10,050 taxpayers were bearing the cost of educating the children 
of temporary non-taxpaying residents.” 

Still the unequal fight with Congress could not last forever. 
Because the 1860 census data were clearly inapplicable to the 
postwar District, and more reliable figures on the relative num- 
bers of white and colored children would be more useful than 
name-calling in determining a just division of school funds, in 
the fall of 1867 Mayor Wallach and Mayor Addison, Henry 
Barnard, the newly appointed federal Commissioner of Educa- 
tion, and Charles Nichols, head of the Government Hospital 
for the Insane and president of the county levy court, jointly 
requested a special census calculated to show “the wants of the 
local government.” Congress approved, though it made no ap- 
propriation to cover the expenses. Directed with scrupulous 
care by Franklin B. Hough, the skilled statistician who had 
directed the New York State census of 1865 and who later took 
charge of the federal census of 1870, the District census of 
1867 turned into far more than an enumeration of school chil- 
dren. The final report, running to more than 900 closely printed 
pages, included comparative data on public schools in Europe 
and in other American cities, a history of education in the 
District since its beginning, and a wealth of detailed informa- 
tion ranging from analyses of occupations to tables showing 
where residents voted—altogether a more elaborate compilation 


26 Journal 65th Council, pp. 28-30; School Trustees, 22nd Anl Rpt, 1867, 
p. 28; Spec Rpt Comr Educ, pp. 40-44. 
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of facts and figures on social conditions than any decennial 
census had ever assembled. If the essay on the history of Negro 
education in Washington and Georgetown presented a some- 
what uncritical eulogy of Negro achievements and the figures 
on Negro illiteracy in 1867 were too low, the findings never- 
theless were sufficiently illuminating to serve the primary pur- 
pose of the survey. Georgetown immediately paid over the sums 
due the colored schools, and Washington agreed to remit 
$34,000 of the $51,000 the trustees claimed.” 

Of the facts the special census brought to light perhaps none 
was more surprising than the evidence that a larger percentage 
of colored children than of white were attending the public 
schools. The federal figures collected three years later would 
show 75 percent of Negro adults unable to write, instead of 
the 52 percent claimed in 1867, but, even allowing for exaggera- 
tion in the local census, the record was astonishing, inasmuch 
as over three-fifths of the colored population had come from 
southern states after 1861. For the extraordinary progress of 
Negro schooling in the District of Columbia the Freedmen’s 
Aid societies and the federal Freedmen’s Bureau could claim 
most of the credit; they had supplied most of the teachers and 
kept interest in the school crusade alive in the North. In 
January 1866, some 100 men and women were teaching about 
5,600 colored children in 54 day schools; 25 Sabbath schools 
had enrolled over 2,300 pupils; and another 500 children were 
attending the “eight or ten self-supporting schools taught by 
colored teachers.” Six months later the Freedmen’s Bureau 
reported 10,000 Negroes receiving some instruction. By 1868 
northern philanthropists concluded the Negro education pro- 
gram so well established that it no longer needed their help; 
all but one group withdrew their aid.” 

Congress, moreover, acting upon the request of General 

27 Journal 66th Council, pp. 543, 558-60, 629; S Ex Doc 20, 41C, 3S, pp. 
4-5, Ser 1440; 4th Rpt F.B., 10 Oct 1868, p. 10, in Documents Relating to 
Freedmen (Howard Univ). 

285 Ex Doc 56, 40C, 3S, Ser 1360; Williston Lofton, “The Development 
of Public Education for Negroes in Washington, D.C., a Study of Separate 


but io Accommodations,” pp. 143-44 (Dissertation, American Univ., 
1943). 
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O. O. Howard of the Freedmen’s Bureau and some of his friends, 
chartered Howard University in 1867 and voted it an annual 
appropriation thereafter. Private gifts and student tuition fees 
of $3 a term supplied other funds. Although Baptist money 
had enabled Wayland Seminary to open in 1865 to train 
Negroes for the ministry, Howard University, the first univer- 
sity south of the Mason-Dixon line to be expressly dedicated to 
bi-racial education, seemed to its founders to mark the path to 
racial peace. Several of their sons enrolled in the first classes 
along with young Negroes.” 

Richard Wallach and lesser city officials found little inspira- 
tion in those developments. Instead of setting themselves vigor- 
ously to the task of showing outsiders that Washingtonians 
could meet a challenge, the city fathers sulked. They concluded 
that without federal assistance they could not afford to increase 
the school budget, and $168,000 would not stretch to engage 
additional trained teachers, pay higher salaries, or build new 
schoolhouses. Much the same dreary story was repeated in 
other realms of municipal administration. In 1866 the city spent 
$75,000 on carting earth and muck dredged from the Washing- 
ton Canal to fill some 3,000,000 square feet of the “White lot,” 
the marshy land below the White House, but when Congress 
showed no readiness to share the costs of laying down a city- 
wide sewer system, further work came to a halt. Indeed as 
federal property abutted on the Mall side of the canal, any plan 
to use that waterway as a sewer main required congressional 
approval and some federal money. Here was an illustration of 
a difficulty about which Councilman Alexander Shepherd had 
protested during the war: the city charter vested in the corpora- 
tion too limited powers to carry out “imperatively necessary” 
improvements.*° His observations might have applied equally 
to the entire time span of the local municipal government. 
While army engineers and private citizens presented various 

29 Abstract of Circular Relative to Howard University, 1867, #20, Ap- 
pendix F, F.B. files; Cong Globe, 39C, 2S, App., p. 1992. 

80 Rpt Sec/Int, 1865, pp. xix-xx, Ser 1248; Journal 61st Council, p. 25, 
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recommendations on how to proceed, Washington’s sanitary 
condition worsened steadily. At the same time to pour gravel 
into the “fearful canals of mud” that constituted the streets 
was manifestly futile, but to hard-surface thoroughfares. before 
laying sewers would be folly. Schools, sewers, and paving thus 
remained a trio of troubles which the city must somehow resolve 
unless she were to sink permanently into a state calculated to 
inspire Congress to move the capital elsewhere. 

Yet recognition of the dilemma merely multiplied impolitic 
municipal complaints about congressional parsimony. Local 
officials forgot that federal money founded the Columbia Hos- 
pital for Women and Lying-in Asylum in 1865. Equipped 
with 50 free beds, 20 of them for wives, widows, and daughters 
of soldiers and sailors, the hospital opened in 1866; its modest 
charges—$10 a week at most—or none at all and its out-patient 
dispensary made better medical care possible for white women 
than even well-to-do families had had at their disposal in the 
past. Congressional appropriations for the school for the deaf 
and dumb and for the insane asylum, now coming to be known 
as St. Elizabeths, similarly appeared to drop out of the reckon- 
ing of people with chips on their shoulders. They took for 
granted the $30,000 voted td complete the Providence Hospital, 
where sisters under a contract with the Surgeon General would 
nurse the ill among transient paupers. Disappointment was 
natural that Congress contributed only sparingly to the expenses 
of the Guardian Society and to the House of Correction for Boys 
which private citizens opened in 1866 and maintained on a 
farm above Georgetown. And the women who started the 
Industrial Home School in 1867 had in turn some reason to 
think the federal government should take larger financial re- 
sponsibility than it did for an undertaking designed to forestall 
juvenile delinquency by keeping boys off the streets and giving 
them some vocational training.** Although, as some Washing- 
tonians must have remembered, in the days of amicable rela- 


81H Rpt 34, 40C, 2S, Ser 1357; Cong Globe, 39C, 1S, p. 4117; ptns, 
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tions between city and Hill, local charities had been a matter 
for the local community, a majority of the city corporation in 
the early postwar years persisted in blaming Congress for the 
gaps in municipal services. 

Congress, as a body an impersonal entity, was a convenient 
target. No local critic felt obliged to name names. In a city 
that had bristled with indignation at indiscriminate charges 
labelling all Washington unregenerate “secesh,” mayor and 
councilmen now dubbed Congress as a whole guilty of attempt- 
ing to turn the capital into a Negro paradise at the expense of 
the whites. 

In actuality the 39th Congress, after passing the Negro 
suffrage act in early January 1867, paid little attention to the 
District of Columbia, and the 40th Congress was soon too 
engrossed in the impeachment of President Johnson to heed 
the buzzing of bluebottles in Washington’s City Hall. As the 
trial opened in March 1868, the drama staged in the Senate 
chamber absorbed every politically minded person in the capital 
and, in fact, drew hordes of visitors hopeful of obtaining tickets 
to the galleries. Certainly no local measure would receive care- 
ful consideration until the President’s fate was settled. In mid- 
April Washingtonians dedicated their memorial to Abraham 
Lincoln. President Johnson’s acquittal came in late May. Mean- 
while, as Washington’s twenty-year city charter was about to 
expire, Congress hastily renewed it but only until the District 
committees of House and Senate could explore alternatives. In 
the eyes of the rest of the country the city’s affairs were only 
a tempest in a teapot. Postwar Washington, ran the saying, was 
full of colonels, and the colonels were full of corn. The foreign- 
ers who came and went, anxious to describe the United States 
after the ordeal of war, rarely remarked upon the local com- 
munity. A mellowed “Boz” had come on a second lecture tour, 
his twenty-five-year-old criticisms of the “city of magnificent 
intentions” apparently forgotten in the warmth of the welcome 
extended to him. But to Dickens, to David MacCrea, to Henry 
Latham, and indeed to the British minister, Washington in 
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and of herself seemingly had no existence. For a year or more 
past a good many local citizens themselves, weary of municipal 
bickering, had ceased to concern themselves with its vagaries. 

Congressional temporizing about the future of the local 
government nevertheless jolted thoughtful Washingtonians. 
Public opinion had already begun to revolt at the do-nothing 
policies of Mayor Wallach and his supporters. Business pros- 
perity had revived; the city’s poverty no longer offered a valid 
excuse. Carping at the increased proportion of Negroes in the 
population and congressional favors to them was obviously non- 
constructive. Furthermore, the sheer physical discomforts of 
living in Washington had become close to intolerable. Visitors, 
like congressmen, apparently shared Horace Greeley’s view: 
“The rents are high, the food is bad, the dust is disgusting, the 
mud is deep and the morals are deplorable.” Now that Congress 
implied doubts about the city’s capacity to provide anything 
better, the local electorate saw the time for action had come. 
The autumn would bring a national election, the selection of a 
new President, and set the stage for the arrival in 1869 of a 
new Congress likely to have disturbing ideas about the District 
of Columbia, including notions about transferring the capital 
to the Midwest. 

Postmaster Sayles J. Bowen, a staunch believer in equal 
rights for Negroes and one of the first trustees of the colored 
schools, led the campaign against the old guard in the City Hall. 
His slogan, “A vote for Bowen is a vote to keep the capital in 
Washington,” was an effective lever.** With the backing of 
most of the Negro community, he swept into office in June 
1868 ready not only to inaugurate essential physical improve- 
ments but also to collaborate with Congress and complete the 
scarcely begun social revolution. The election of John F. Cook 
to the board of aldermen and Carter Stewart, a colored barber, 


to the common council indicated that an era of rapid change 
had dawned. 


82 Helen Nicolay, Sixty Years of the Literary Society, p. 7; Journal 65th 
Council, p. 687; Star, 15 Apr 1868. 
88 [bid., 14 Dec 1867, 3 Jun 1868. 
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CHAPTER. XIII 


THE ADVANCE OF THE SOCIAL 
REVOLUTION, 1868-1871 


z ‘““THE SOCIAL side of Washington was to be taken 
iS for granted as three-fourths of existence,” Henry 
YS OA Adams wrote of the city in 1868. “Politics and 
reform became the detail, and waltzing the profession.” While 
Charles Sumner and Ben Wade clung to the detail, gay young 
blades like John Hay, President Lincoln’s personal secretary, 
and the never entirely young or wholly gay Adams pursued the 
profession, varied with horseback rides through the enchanting 
countryside surrounding the city and with elbowings through 
the crowded receptions where a competitive display of jewels 
and elaborate gowns was part of the evening’s business. ‘Tired 
of the bitter political fights that had followed upon the blood- 
shed of the war, most people in the upper stratum of Washing- 
ton society dismissed them from mind once the impeachment 
trial was over and General Grant installed in the White House. 
Mrs. Grant, a wholesome, ample-bosomed woman lacking Mary 
Todd Lincoln’s ambition to rule society and possessing only a 
modicum of the passion of Andrew Johnson’s wife and daugh- 
ters for spotless housekeeping was an agreeable unobtrusive 
hostess who successfully concealed her dismay at finding her- 
self playing second fiddle to the beautiful, elegantly dressed 
Kate Chase Sprague whenever the domineering Kate was in 
Washington. Nor was there at first much eyebrow-raising over 
the vulgarity of newly rich people whose social ambitions 
brought them to the capital to try cutting a swathe. For a time 
they furnished old residents with as much amusement as irrita- 
tion and supplied Mark Twain with some of the material for 
The Gilded Age and Henry Adams with the makings of his 
novel Democracy.’ 


1 Henry Adams, The Education of Henry Adams, p. 256; Thomas and 
Marva Belden, So Fell the Angels, pp. 259-60, 337. 
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As leisure and affluence were waltzing partners, to the rank 
and file of the community who possessed neither, the dance 
floor was part of a world that could not concern them. Business 
leaders, on the contrary, sensed that the ballroom might en- 
compass much of the city’s future. Growing wealth and its 
corollary, assurance that the capital would remain on the 
Potomac, thus became factors in survival. While the former 
largely depended upon the latter, among a group of ambitious 
Washingtonians the old hope began to revive of developing a 
flourishing economy separate from, although enriched by, gov- 
ernmental business. In 1869 they conceived the plan of holding 
a world’s fair in the capital. An international exposition patterned 
on the Crystal Palace exhibition of 1851 in London and the 
Paris fair of 1867 should bring a stream of visitors to. Wash- 
ington and give her stature as an enterprising commercial city. 
Enthusiastic citizens within a matter of months subscribed 
some $2,000,000 to finance the fair. It needed only the blessing 
of Congress. Congress refused: the scheme might involve gov- 
ernment spending, and members of House and Senate believed 
the undertaking would prove a dismal failure. “The idea of 
inviting the world to see this town, with its want of railroads 
and its muddy streets,” expostulated Senator Stewart of Nevada, 
“seems to me altogether out of the question.”? He labelled the 
capital “the ugliest city in the whole country,” the worst possi- 
ble advertisement for the United States. Ruefully Washington 
watched Philadelphia selected for the first American exposition. 

Industrial promotion, however, appeared to offer an alter- 
native, requiring only investment capital. “Washington,” an- 
nounced a formal resolution of the city council, “possesses a 
good harbor, a fine, healthy climate, and has in and about it 
water power unsurpassed, which, with its geographical position 
(lying close to the grain and cotton growing districts of the 
South) should make it one of the leading commercial and manu- 
facturing cities of the country.” The Star carried the campaign 
further: 


? Cong Globe, 41C, 28, pp. 303-4, 1386, 1394-96; S Rpt 298, 41C, 38, 
Ser 1443. 
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“That the water power of the Potomac, now running to waste 
at our doors, will be utilized before many years there can be no 
doubt. The manufacturers of the north are even now obliged to 
eke out their water supply by expensive purchases of lake lands, 
hundreds of miles away from their mills. . . . 

“Instead of waiting for northern capitalists to take the thing 
in hand, let us develop our own Spragues, Browns, Hills and 
Bateses. Our citizens have shown the ability to subscribe a mil- 
lion or two of dollars for an international exposition. This same 
amount put into manufacturing enterprises would create a 
means of permanent prosperity for the District of Columbia, 
and we would suggest that if the exposition enterprises should 
be nipped in the bud through the failure of Congress to give a 
proper charter, the money subscribed for it, or an equivalent 
subscription be devoted to the noble work of starting a line of 
factories on the Potomac. Any dozen, or score, or fifty or hun- 
dred gentlemen who would undertake this work may count on 
an honorable immortality as the creators of a self-respecting 
independent existence for the people of Washington.” 

The federal census of 1870 indicated larger capital resources 
in the community than people had supposed: personal property 
valued at more than $53,000,000 and real estate worth over 
$60,000,000. In view of that showing, W. W. Corcoran or 
Riggs and Company, which for years had accepted Washington 
municipal bonds as security for loans, might see fit to finance 
large-scale industrial enterprise. But lining factories along the 
Potomac from the Chain Bridge to Easby’s Point, even if 
practicable or profitable for Georgetown, would not greatly 
benefit her neighbor. Quite apart from the complications of 
obtaining water rights without interfering with the prior claims 
of the C & O Canal and the United States-owned aqueduct, the 
cost of piping water so great a distance discouraged the most 
intrepid investor. Neither a dozen, nor a score, nor a hundred 
gentlemen came forward to put the plan into effect.’ 

8 Journal 67th Council, pp. 219-20; Star, 21 Feb 1870. 


4 Journal 62nd Council, 20 Mar 1865, pp. 2-3; enumerators’ returns, Social 
Statistics, D.C., Ninth U.S. Census, 1870 (Mcf). 


315 


ADVANCE OF THE SOCIAL REVOLUTION 


Meanwhile the necessity of bettering living conditions in the 
city was self-evident. “The delightful climate, the beautiful sub- 
urban surroundings and the unequalled social attractions” 
which the Star had touted, were no longer sufficient inducement 
to “persons of means and culture residing elsewhere to invest 
in property here.” At President Grant’s inauguration, hackmen, 
realizing that no lady would risk soiling her gown in the filth 
on the avenues, charged $40 a day for a carriage, $10 merely 
for driving a couple to the inaugural ball.° The city was dirty 
and unsanitary, beggars besieged the residential areas and, 
since the public schools were inadequate and there were no 
truant officers, hundreds of children of school age roamed the 
streets. Senator Edmunds complained to Congress of “the in- 
finite, abominable nuisance of cows, and horses, and sheep and 
goats, running through all the streets of this city, and whenever 
we appropriate money to set up a shade tree, there comes along 
a cow or a horse or a goat, and tears it down the next day, and 
then we appropriate again. There are not today two trees in a 
hundred in this city . . . which do not show the marks of ill- 
treatment by horned animals or by pigs or by some animals 
that are running at large.” And, quoting a local wit, the Ver- 
monter concluded, when the board of health abolished the 
nuisance, the city council abolished the board of health for 
interfering with voters. Foreign ministers disliked assignments 
to Washington not only because the United States was not a 
great power in European eyes and decisions reached on the 
Potomac seemed unimportant, but also because living in this 
overgrown village was uncomfortable. The muggy heat of 
summer was so oppressive that when Prevost Paradahl, Napo- 
Jeon III’s minister to the United States, shot himself in George- 
town at the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War, naive expla- 
nations ran that the excessive heat had unhinged his mind.° 

While no one expected a city official to remake the summer 

5 Star, 30 Oct 1869. 


6 Cong Globe, 41C, 2S, p. 844, 41C, 3S, p. 687; S Rpt 453, 43C, 1S, pp. 
502-03, Ser 1590. 
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climate, Sayles J. Bowen was elected mayor in 1868 in belief 
that a slightly left-wing Republican would be personna grata 
on the Hill and therefore able to extract federal appropriations 
for modernizing the city. Bowen’s career contains elements of 
true tragedy. Tall and well-built, slow-moving and slow-spoken, 
he had come to Washington in 1844 as a penniless young man 
from upper New York State, and, after holding a clerkship in 
the Treasury Department and then setting up as a private 
claims agent, emerged into local prominence when Lincoln 
rewarded him for his devoted service to the Republican cause 
by appointing him first to the Metropolitan Police board and 
in 1863 to be postmaster of Washington.’ Although his political 
enemies accused him of posing as a friend to the Negro for his 
own political advantage, his faith in the potentialities of colored 
people never wavered during periods when pro-Negro sympa- 
thies meant virtual political annihilation. Racial tolerance was 
not his only qualification for running the city during the second 
stage of reconstruction. As mayor at a critical point in Wash- 
ington’s history, he hit upon solutions to several practical prob- 
lems for which other men later won acclaim. In a less troubled 
era he might have ended his days as one of the city’s most 
eminent and honored public servants, instead of concluding as 
an object of scorn consigned to so complete an oblivion that 
within a generation few Washingtonians would even remember 
his name. His generous social philosophy and sound ideas 
unhappily outran his political finesse. Lacking a sense of humor, 
he also lacked a sense of proportion. Stubbornness led him to 
resort to injudicious partisan tactics that discredited his plans 
along with their author, and his lack of the assured position in 
Washington society which had bolstered up Richard Wallach 
left him without personal friends and supporters in high places. 

Handicapped initially by a protracted fight within the board 
of aldermen over selection of a presiding officer, Bowen lost 

7 Madison Davis, “History of the City Post-Office,” CHS Rec, vi, 194; 


Bowen’s ideals and character emerge from the fragments of his private 
correspondence preserved in Bowen Mss in Charles A. Barker’s possession. 
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popularity rapidly when his fellow citizens discovered that Con- 
gress was not going to vote appropriations for a large-scale 
program of public works in the city. His standing among white 
people suffered further when they concluded that he cared more 
about providing Negroes with work than about building a city- 
wide sewage system as cheaply and as quickly as possible. But 
Bowen, having watched the results of the Freedmen’s Bureau 
methods, clung to his convictions that hiring the unemployed 
on jobs that needed doing was a wiser form of poor relief than 
doling out rations and firewood. The Freedmen’s Bureau had 
succeeded in getting a number of Negro families to move across 
the Eastern Branch to settle on the Barry farm where by a 
special arrangement they could buy home lots on easy terms, 
but unemployment was still the great problem for freedmen. A 
Senate committee wanted to devise a scheme “that would send 
that population from this sink of poverty, wretchedness and 
vice, and colonize them all over the country, and enable them 
to get suitable labor.”* Still, as their enforced removal from the 
District of Columbia was out of the question and a wholesale 
voluntary exodus highly unlikely, Bowen decided that if Con- 
gress would not act on his local make-work plan the city must. 

During his two years in office men on the municipal payroll 
levelled the bluff along the river front below the Long Bridge, 
cut 9th Street through to the water and laid fifteen miles of 
sidewalks and four miles of sewers. He persuaded Congress to 
agree to his scheme of lowering paving costs by letting the city 
narrow the widest streets to a 35-foot carriage way flanked by 
35-foot strips of parking and 10-foot sidewalks. When north- 
west K Street between 12th and 16th was thus narrowed and 
paved, the broad sweeps of parking planted with trees and grass 
won universal approval. But there Bowen’s triumph ended. 
Large taxpayers, like their counterparts in the mid-1930’s, 
fumed about the laziness of men who leaned on their shovels, 
and one accusation ran that Bowen put colored men to work 


8 Cong Globe, 40C, 38, p. 776, 41C, 2S, pp. 841-48; S Misc Doc 153, 41C, 
28, Ser 1408. 
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with pen knives to dig out grass from between the cobblestones 
on Pennsylvania Avenue. In June 1870 some two hundred miles 
of streets were still unpaved and more lacked sewers.’ 

The mayor was no more successful in eliciting federal aid for 
schools than in inducing Congress to share paving expenses. 
The gift of a lot and an unused army mess hall at 22nd and I 
Streets for a white school was the only token of assistance. As 
the city council was unwilling to raise the school tax, white 
parents had to be content with the appointment of a superintend- 
ent of schools and the building of the Franklin schoolhouse 
modelled on the ten-room Wallach School.?* In 1868 the Secre- 
tary of the Interior appointed a Negro to the board of trustees 
of the colored schools, and the trustees put a superintendent in 
charge, but after the withdrawal of help from northern aid 
societies the progress of Negro education slowed. Classes for 
adults stopped. In the public schools the trustees reported tardi- 
ness nearly universal, probably because most colored families 
had no way of telling time. Although by law three months’ 
schooling a year was compulsory for every child, by 1870 few 
more than a third of the Negro children of school age in the 
city were attending any school. The colored private schools 
taught little beyond the ABC’s. Washington, Georgetown, and 
the county together had only 66 classes for colored children. 
Superintendent Cook and the trustees had to contend with 
restricted budgets, inadequate equipment, the opposition of 
white people to having Negro schoolhouses built in their neigh- 
borhoods, and, still more discouraging, with numbers of un- 
cooperative Negro parents, badly trained Negro teachers, and 
bored, undisciplined children.** 

Early in 1869 Congress passed a bill merging the white and 
colored school boards; Negroes, fearful lest their own schools 

® Star, 15 Dec 1869; Journal 66th Council, pp. 151, 165-67, and 68th 
Council, p. 28; Cong Globe, 41C, 2S, p. 2332. 

10S Misc Doc 24, 41C, 2S, Ser 1408; S Rpt 453, 43C, 18, p. 545, Ser 
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suffer, persuaded President Johnson to veto the act.’* Seven 
months later a group of white and Negro citizens of the fourth 
ward threw a bombshell: they requested a mixed school in their 
neighborhood. Living east of North Capitol Street in a thinly 
built up, poor section where the streets were unusually muddy 
in winter, the 57 white and 28 Negro petitioners stressed the 
economy and other benefits of having one school for the 120 to 
130 children of both races. Several aldermen and school trustees 
approved. Negro voting, they reasoned, had caused no disturb- 
ance, colored men sat on the city council, and liberals saw no 
occasion now to forbid educating white and colored children 
together. Just what occurred in the school board is uncertain, 
beyond the fact that a storm of sufficient proportions had blown 
up to leave a gap in the records: a single report covering the 
years since 1866 provided an excuse for omitting any mention 
of the controversy. The city council took no formal action. Pre- 
sumably during that winter colored and white children in Ward 
Four attended the same school. 

In the end the hopeful experiment failed because only a timid, 
ill-organized minority endorsed it. To citizens on the other side 
of the fence who looked upon all Negroes as intrinsically in- 
ferior, the mere existence of a racially mixed school was doubt- 
less alarming; the idea might prove contagious. It did not. 
Three months after Bowen was voted out of office, Ward Four 
abandoned the plan. The Patriot, a local newspaper managed 
by former Mayor James Berret, asserted that the trial of non- 
segregation had all but wrecked the school system. White 
people deploring racial segregation on principle or because of 
the extravagance of maintaining two separate systems were as 
impotent to win over the community at large as were the 
Negroes who protested the “depressing effect [of segregation] 
on the minds of colored children.” Educated Negroes them- 


12 Cong Globe, 40C, 2S, p. 3928, 40C, 38, pp. 935, 1164; S Ex Doc 47, 
40C, 3S, Ser 1360. 

13 Journal 67th Council, pp. 463-69, 828-29; Star, 5 Jan, 3 Mar 1870; 
Chronicle, 5 Jan 1870; Twenty-Third Rpt of the Trustees of Public Schools, 
1866-70. 
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selves were not solidly behind integration. A good many felt it 
would subject Negro children to competitive stresses they were 
not yet able to endure and would deny professional opportunities 
to qualified colored teachers; better to let the race prove its 
ability to handle an independent educational system. The trus- 
tees of colored schools did not accept that view. They appointed 
George F. Cook, brother of the city’s first Negro alderman, to 
the post of superintendent of the colored schools, but they posed 
the unanswerable question: “If the fathers are fit to associate, 
why are not the children equally so?”** Twice Congress con- 
sidered intervening, but neither bill forbidding distinctions “in 
the admission of pupils to any of the schools,” came to a final 
vote.*® 

The social revolution that had begun with Negro suffrage 
nevertheless moved forward. In fighting racial discrimination 
Negro leaders, with the help of men like Bowen, won several 
victories. In March 1869 federal law struck out the word white 
from every passage where it occurred in Washington’s and 
Georgetown’s charters and laws. The city directories dropped 
the asterisk or a c to denote a colored resident. Clerical jobs in 
the government departments multiplied for educated Negroes 
who had sponsors in Congress, and colored men who set up in 
business found patrons among whites. A source of peculiar 
gratification to the Negro community was the launching of the 
New Era, later named New National Era, a readable, well-edited 
Negro newspaper.*® 

Still more dramatic proof of change in the climate of local 
opinion was the passage of two civil rights laws enacted by the 
Washington city council in June 1869 and March 1870. The 
first ordinance imposed a $10 to $20 fine upon the proprietor 
of any place of public entertainment who refused accommoda- 
tions to well-behaved colored people. The second, introduced by 

14S Misc Doc 130, 41C, 2S, Ser 1408; Patriot, 6, 9 Feb, 3 Apr 1871; 
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a recently elected colored councilman, was wider in scope: it 
forbade discriminatory treatment of Negroes in restaurants, 
bars, hotels, and places of amusement, and named as penalty 
for noncompliance a $50 fine, half of it to go to the informer. 
Oddly enough, the only dissent came from two colored council- 
men who argued that prejudice was fast disappearing, making 
a new ordinance needless. Both men yielded, perhaps moved by 
reminders that the powerful Typographical Union and the 
Medical Society of the District of Columbia still refused to 
admit Negroes to membership. Again rather oddly, the second 
law, like the first, occasioned little stir. The three principal 
dailies in Washington reported the voting but withheld com- 
ment. More surprising, the New Era omitted all mention of the 
new legislation, revolutionary though it was in a city where less 
than eight years earlier a municipal black code had severely 
restricted Negro activities. Yet the civil rights acts were not 
empty gestures; a test case taken to court the next winter won 
a verdict for the complainant which was sustained when ap- 
_pealed.*” 

The quality of the New Era astonished a good many white 
people, even those who recognized the distinction of its editors, 
the internationally famous ex-slave and abolitionist lecturer, 
Frederick Douglass, and the Reverend Sella Martin, a former 
pastor of the 15th Street colored Presbyterian Church and a man 
highly regarded in England. The paper veered between pride 
in the progress the race had made in a scant half-dozen years 
and anger at white people’s imperceptiveness or deliberate 
snubs. An article discussing the growth of Negro self-reliance 
since Negro enfranchisement in Washington and Georgetown 
concluded: “Each feels that he is a part, and has an interest 
in, the welfare of the city, the District, and the nation.” A 
particularly elegant Negro party might get brief coverage, but 

17 Journal 66th Council, p. 22, and 67th Council, 7 Mar 1870, pp. 22-23; 
Star, 30 Nov 1869, 4 Jan, 1 Mar 1870; Chronicle, 4 Jan 1870; Republican, 
1 Mar 1870; New Era, 12 Jul 1871; Phineas Indritz, “Post Civil War Ordi- 
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when John Forney of the Chronicle invited several Negroes to” 


a “gentlemen’s” party which President Grant and Cabinet offi- 
cers also attended, the Era called it a “noticeable matter; but we 
doubt not, that, in the newer and better life upon which we have 
now entered, the color of the skin will cease to be a bar to 
recognition of gentlemanly qualifications here in the United 
States.” Not long afterward the paper remarked: “No man need 
be afraid now, since the Chief Magistrate of the nation receives 
all alike at his levees—since, in fact, the chief men of Washing- 
ton society invite colored men to their receptions.” At the same 
time editorials blasted the “skin aristocrats” of Washington 
who, displaying “the inherent prejudices of slaveholders, violate 
the whole spirit of our institutions and put us to shame before 
the world.” The discriminatory attitudes of white workingmen 
received still sharper censure. Very occasionally the editors’ 
criticisms extended also to colored merchants, physicians, and 
lawyers who catered more to white than to Negro patrons: “The 
worst form of infidelity in regard to negro capacity is to be 
found among negroes themselves.”?® 

Although notables like Douglass and Martin, Dr. Alexander 
T. Augusta, a surgeon in the Union army during the war, Dr. 
Charles B. Purvis, professor at Howard and a surgeon at the 
Freedmen’s Hospital, and a dozen other men rather recently 
settled in the capital were leaders in colored Washington, it 
was the members of old, established families who had grown 
up in freedom who formed the backbone of the enlightened 
colored community. They had little in common with contra- 
bands and, in spite of the Era’s optimistic statements about the 
progress of all Negroes, the intelligent could not blink the fact 
that the great mass of freedmen, concerned primarily with sheer 
survival, was still a fearful drag upon men who had fought 
their way up the social and economic ladder. As white people 
tended to lump all Negroes together, self-interest put pressure 
upon Negro aristocrats to do what they could to raise the level 


18 New Era, 20, 27 Jan, 24 Feb, 24 Mar, 14 Apr 1870; 2 Feb 1871. 
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of intelligence of their inferiors and to inspire in them a sense 
of responsibility as citizens. Some upper-class Negroes, over- 
whelmed by the magnitude of the task, evaded it; others ac- 
cepted the challenge. But the class distinctions that had devel- 
oped among Washington Negroes in the 1830’s or earlier were 
sharpened during the reconstruction period. 

Old families generally occupied a higher social position than 
newcomers. Education, professional status, and money were 
also important and, according to critics of the class structure of 
the next generation, sheer character—selflessness, honesty, and 
industriousness—still counted in the late 1860’s. How much 
at that time degree of color affected a person’s place in the 
Negro social hierarchy is uncertain. While a black skin mani- 
festly did not constitute an insurmountable barrier to social 
recognition, light color, a sign of the admixture of white blood, 
was unquestionably an asset. It was not improbably a carry- 
over from the days when household slaves, many of whom were 
mulattoes, felt themselves and, indeed often were, several cuts 
above the lowly black field hand. In the 1940’s a Negro student 
of the post Civil War era in Washington meticulously noted 
the complexion of every Negro officeholder in the city govern- 
ment. The two men elected in 1868, Alderman John F. Cook, 
a clerk in the tax collector’s office, and Councilman Carter 
Stewart, were both “light.” Stewart was the only colored alder- 
man during the last two-years of the municipality. Of the seven 
Negro councilmen elected in 1869, three, a caterer, a preacher, 
and a brickmaker, were “black,” four were “light,” a govern- 
ment messenger, a cloak room attendant at the Capitol, and 
two laborers. The common council chosen in June 1870 in- 
cluded a black preacher, a black government clerk, and four 
light men, two of them government messengers, one a teacher, 
and one a day laborer.*® The prestige attaching to a minister, 

19 [bid., 13 Nov 1873; Ada Piper, “Activities of Negroes in the Territorial 
Government of the District of Columbia, 1871-1874,” p. 61 (M.A. thesis 
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a government clerk, or a businessman apparently offset the 
handicap of blackness, while the light skin of a common laborer 
counterbalanced the humbleness of his occupation. 

If color lines in local Negro society were already checking its 
fluidity and creating a rigidity that had no counterpart in white 
society, at the end of the sixties the most enterprising and 
adaptable freedmen still were able to narrow the gulf between 
themselves and upper-class Negroes. Ambitious ex-contrabands 
made use of their chances for education, moved out of the Negro 
slums as soon as they could afford anything better, and by the 
exercise of utmost frugality some of them succeeded in follow- 
ing the example of provident upper-class Negroes in salting 
away savings in the Freedmen’s Savings and Trust Company. 
There in the handsome new building on Pennsylvania Avenue 
across from the Treasury, the affable Negro cashier and ele- 
gantly dressed Negro tellers gave depositors a sense of secu- 
Vity.4 

In the early months of 1870, however, the struggles and suc- 
cesses of the Negro community received less and less attention 
from white Washingtonians anxious about the city’s future. 
Congress, still temporizing over a long-term renewal of the 
municipal charter, betrayed dismaying distrust of the municipal 
government. For example, an act appropriating $30,000 for the 
relief of the destitute vested in the Secretary of War the re- 
sponsibility for distributing the benefits, lest the funds become 
an electioneering weapon in the hands of city officials and lest 
indigent whites get too large a share. The report of the army 
lieutenant put in charge showed, moreover, how far Mayor 
Bowen had fallen short of his goal of ending unemployment 





temporaneous materials. I base my presentation upon nuances in Negro news- 
paper articles of the later 1870’s and the 1880's, upon some of the sketches 
in William J. Simmons, Men of Mark, Eminent, Progressive and Rising, pub- 
lished in 1887, and upon the educated guesses of colored Washingtonians of 
the 1950's. 
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and want: in a single month charity societies had recommended 
for relief 23,221 colored adults and 25,348 colored children, 
figures which, even allowing for duplication, indicated half the 
District’s Negro population in need of help. Although Lt. 
Bridges feared “that relief has been denied to some who should 
have been aided,” in one month he issued rations and coal to 
about 16,600 freedmen.”* 

Congress recognized that helpless blacks were not the city’s 
only needy, but the measure passed in 1870 to ease Washing- 
ton’s over-all welfare problem introduced a curious arrange- 
ment. An act chartering the Washington Market Company 
granted the new corporation a 99-year lease of the site of the 
old Centre Market on Pennsylvania Avenue on condition that 
within the next two years the company build a new market 
house and pay the city an annual ground rent of $25,000 to 
be used for poor relief. Students of Washington’s history be- 
lieved the gift to a private company improper, inasmuch as 
Presidents Washington and Adams and in 1798 Congress itself 
had pledged the square to the use of a public market, but the 
futility of raising the legal question or of pointing out that only 
the war had prevented the city’s erecting a new market house 
there and thereby acquiring permanent title to the land silenced 
objections. And city officials were pleased at controlling a relief 
fund of $25,000 yearly not all of which need go to Negroes.” 

Perceptive Washingtonians still saw a lack of congressional 
confidence in local competence in a dozen realms. House and 
Senate had acknowledged the necessity of a federal reformatory 
for juvenile delinquents but had voted only $12,000 in four 
years to the school opened by private citizens. Congress agreed 
to pay $200,000 of the $300,000 needed for a new jail and 
sanctioned the creation of a police court to handle petty offenses, 
but, remembering the $3,300,000 spent on the aqueduct, it 
ordered Washington and Georgetown to pay nearly half a 
million dollars for a new 36-inch water main from the distribut- 

21H Ex Doc 57, 41C, 3S, Ser 1453. 
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ing reservoir to Capitol Hill. Without increasing the federal 
appropriation, Congress added 70 men to the Metropolitan 
Police and raised patrolmen’s salaries, whittled down the city’s 
bills for work done on “the public squares and reservations,” 
and then forced the municipality to wait for reimbursement.” 
Men on the Hill, arguing that the federal government had 
created the city and displayed consistent benevolence toward 
her, remained unimpressed by a tabulation compiled from 
Treasury records showing that between 1790 and 1870 federal 
expenditures in the District for purposes that directly benefited 
the community came to less than $9,000,000 out of a total of 
$44,000,000; more than $35,000,000 had gone into government 
buildings and services for federal officials. Yet the value of the 
original proprietors’ gift of land now stood at more than $100,- 
000,000.” 

By the late spring of 1870 the local electorate had lost all 
faith in Mayor Bowen’s program. The municipal funded debt 
had risen to $1,500,000, the floating debt to nearly $900,000, 
almost a third of those totals incurred during the preceding two 
years. And the useful visible results looked meagre to taxpayers. 
Whites generally blamed the mayor and his Negro associates 
on the city council. Negroes believed their vastly strengthened 
position in the community the fruit of their own and congres- 
sional action, not Mayor Bowen’s; seemingly the social revolu- 
tion had advanced too far to be reversed under a new adminis- 
tration in the City Hall. Charged with graft in the letting of 
city contracts and with other forms of corruption, Bowen went 
down in defeat in June, repudiated even by the colored people 
whom he had championed.” 

The new mayor, Matthew Emery, a quiet, matter-of-fact man, 
best known as the stonemason who had placed the cornerstone 
of the Washington Monument, soon found himself buffeted 

23 H Ex Doc 56, 40C, 2S, Ser 1417; H Ex Doc 39, 41C, 35, Ser 1453; 
H Rpt 39, 42C, 2S, Ser 1528; Cong Globe, 40C, 3S, App., p. 315; 41C, 1S, 
pp. 1096-97 and App., p. 666; Patriot, 10 Dec 1870, 16 Apr 1871. 
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by crosscurrents that threatened to capsize the municipal ship. 
While denouncing his predecessors for extravagance, he con- 
sidered larger expenditures essential. Shortly after taking office, 
he presented his ultimatum: the tax rate must rise to-$1.80 
per $100 in order to bring in over a million dollars of revenue; 
otherwise he would cancel all work on the streets and every 
other public project. In view of the complaints on the Hill about 
the city’s physical condition, the second course was unthinkable. 
The tax increase went into effect, and that autumn, while work 
began on repaving Pennsylvania Avenue, Emery with congres- 
sional approval let a contract for deep dredging of the Washing- 
ton Canal as a first step in constructing an adequate sanitary 
sewage system.” Dissatisfaction with the city government had 
bitten too deep to allow him to carry out his plans. Within six 
months he was to find his office abolished. 

Fear lest Congress relocate the “Seat of Empire” was a factor 
in producing that change. The threat, to be sure, was as old 
as the city, but, after the rebuilding of the Capitol and the 
White House two generations before, no one took the recurrent 
proposals very seriously until reconstruction policies suddenly 
multiplied the number and urgency of petitions from the Mid- 
west asking for transfer of the capital to the Mississippi Valley. 
Kansas begged Congress to spend no more money in the Dis- 
trict of Columbia; the heart of the country now lay inland. 
Memorials from other state legislatures and from conventions 
held in Cincinnati and St. Louis carried insidious appeals to all 
northern prejudices: Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, and Missouri, 
while professing to cherish “no mean spirit of hostility to the 
District,” urged abandoning the Potomac location in order to 
save the capital “from the bane of secession, from any taint of 
the spirit of treason, and to place it where no hostile power 
could ever threaten its safety.”*” The shadows of the Civil War 


26 Journal 68th Council, pp. 9, 11-14, 84-89, 251-59; H Misc Doc 36, 40C, 
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still lay black over Washington, a blackness intensified by the 
recalcitrance of Richard Wallach and his colleagues during the 
first stages of reconstruction. Seemingly the one argument in 
the District of Columbia’s favor was the fact that George 
Washington had selected the site. Common sense also pointed 
to the wisdom of General Sherman’s prophecy that rival cities 
would cease bidding for the honor when they learned that resi- 
dents of the national capital, wherever located, would have to 
sacrifice their state citizenship and their votes.** Common sense 
might not prevail. 

For Washington the cost of an adverse decision was painfully 
obvious. Government payrolls were a mainstay of her economy, 
and, whenever Congress voted to erect new federal buildings, 
immediately masons, carpenters, and common laborers would 
benefit. During the season here, a Georgetown newspaper re- 
marked, “every afternoon and evening the ‘fashionables’ are in 
a whirl of excitement and find it difficult, even with the aid of 
fine equipage and fast horses to make the round of calls between 
noon and midnight.””° The triviality of most of the “fashion- 
ables” notwithstanding, their presence supplied a livelihood to 
many a family. Tradesmen, hotel keepers, claims agents, brok- 
ers who handled real estate along with insurance and invest- 
ments profited directly from the influx of winter visitors. News- 
paper correspondents left the imprint of their alertness and wit 
upon social gatherings; without the bait of national news few 
of those writers would stay—neither John James Piatt, poet as 
well as reporter, nor George Alfred Townsend, nor William 
Douglass O’Connor, the journalist and novelist who had de- 
fended the Good Gray Poet when the Secretary of the Interior 
dismissed the author of the “immoral” Leaves of Grass. The 
succession of foreign visitors also would cease, whether a Leslie 
Stephen and his wife, Thackeray’s daughter, or diplomats like 
Sir Edward Thornton. James Smithson’s will fixed the Smith- 
sonian Institution in Washington, but were the federal govern- 
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ment to move to the West, the National Museum might go too. 
The Library of Congress, for which the Librarian, Ainsworth 
Spofford, had recently purchased the pamphlets and other rare 
Americana collected over the years by the bibliophile Peter 
Force, would necessarily accompany Congress. Certainly the 
gifted men attached to the Coast Survey and to the new sci- 
entific bureaus emerging in several government departments 
would follow their chiefs; the Naval Observatory on the shore 
of the Potomac might well close. Probably only a handful of 
Washingtonians grasped the significance of the new govern- 
ment-sponsored research programs, but the group that still 
cherished the hope of seeing the city become the intellectual 
center of the nation appreciated their potentialities. 

Although Congress had long talked of rapidly winding up 
the Coast Survey, at Dallas Bache’s death in 1867 the appoint- 
ment of the eminent mathematician, Benjamin Peirce of Har- 
vard, as his successor gave this oldest of government scientific 
projects a new lease on life. Peirce, so far from curtailing, ex- 
tended the work by undertaking the triangulation of a trans- 
continental arc along the 39th parallel to connect the Atlantic 
and Pacific surveys. His son} Charles S. Peirce, symbolic logi- 
cian and mathematical genius, joined the staff in 1870. At the 
new Army Medical Museum housed in Ford’s Theatre where 
Lincoln had been shot, compilation of the Medical and Surgical 
History of the War of the Rebellion was taking on the dimen- 
sions of an important scientific work, while Assistant Surgeon 
John Shaw Billings, using a windfall of $80,000 left over from 
the war, set about building up the Surgeon General’s Library 
into a valuable research tool. Colonel Albert J. Myer, Chief 
Signal Officer of the Army, was taking the first steps in organ- 
izing a weather bureau, using meteorological information tele- 
graphed in from army posts and stations along the Great Lakes. 
Under new officials, the Department of Agriculture, further- 
more, had begun to add research in botany, chemistry, and 
entomology to the routine tasks of answering farmers’ queries. 
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And the brilliant Simon Newcomb now in charge of the Naval 
Observatory was launching a program of fundamental research 
in astronomy that would have delighted John Quincy Adams. 
After acquiring a new German-built transit circle in 1866, 
Newcomb obtained an appropriation for a new 26-inch telescope 
to ensure longer range observations. If relatively few people 
understood the nature of his scientific work, his many-faceted 
intellectual interests, his personal magnetism, and his physical 
vitality made him a citizen any community would like to claim.®° 
Were the capital to be established in St. Louis or Cincinnati, 
Washington would lose her most distinguished residents and 
with them a share in future scientific developments. 

The city on the Potomac, nevertheless, believed she had 
several assets peculiarly her own. Eight months of the year her 
climate was mild, in spring and autumn delightful. While the 
campaign to bring in industry had failed thus far, the failure 
had left her free of the smoke of factory chimneys and pre- 
vented what nativists deemed an undesirable influx of foreign 
immigrants whose extreme poverty and strange tongues were 
thrusting special problems upon other American cities. In the 
decade since 1860 Washington had added fewer than 1,300 
foreign-born to her population; altogether they represented a 
scant eighth of her 109,000 souls. She remained thus a com- 
munity of native Americans, a third of them colored, it is true, 
but, because of their color, people whom whites might ignore. 
The noisome slums occupied by freedmen were generally tucked 
out of sight in alleyways and areas whites rarely frequented. 
Despite the overcrowding in her Negro sections, housing was 
ample: the average number of occupants per dwelling was 6.16, 
whereas the figure for Cincinnati was 8.81, for St. Louis 7.4, 
and for New York nearly 15.** Washington and Georgetown, 
moreover, laid claim to some intellectual and artistic distinction 
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independent of what the Smithsonian provided. The Corcoran 
Gallery of Art, at last reclaimed from the Quartermaster Gen- 
eral who had occupied the building since 1861, would soon open 
its doors to the public. Georgetown University, Columbian Col- 
lege, Howard University, Wayland Seminary, and after 1869 
a new small college hopefully named the National University 
gave the District a footing in the world of higher education. 
Georgetown, enriched by a gift from her native son George 
Peabody, was about to open a town library and consolidate all 
her Sunday school libraries. Seventy-three white and twenty 
colored religious bodies in Washington made the church-going 
community a power. 

Urban aesthetics had received no attention since the outbreak 
of the war; the stump of the Washington Monument surrounded 
by blocks of stone and the debris left from Army cattle-pens 
and slaughter houses were eyesores, symbols of civic defeat. 
Still Washington’s potentialities for beauty, unrealized but 
present, stood as a challenge to men of imagination. The elabo- 
rate plan of the city, the broad sweep of the avenues, the very 
spaciousness that led foreign visitors to poke fun at the empti- 
ness, all held magnificent promise. Patience, high taxes, bond 
issues, and the good will of Congress, together could make a 
city so beautiful that talk of moving the government elsewhere 
would die.*? 

All the law and the prophets hung upon congressional favor. 
At the end of the 1860's ideas about how to regain and use 
that favor varied from the conviction that long-term renewal of 
Washington’s charter with enlarged powers would suffice to the 
diametrically opposite belief that nothing short of local disen- 
franchisement and full congressional control would end criti- 
cisms of the community, elicit federal aid, and keep the capital 
on the Potomac. Between these extremes lay the plan considered 
and discarded at intervals over the past seventy years: consoli- 
dation of the entire county into a single jurisdiction with a con- 
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centration of authority that could carry through needed reforms. 
During the, war Washington’s city council had discussed the 
advantages of a union with Georgetown; her neighbor wanted 
none of it. Yet patently local administrative machinery had 
become needlessly complex—two city governments, two white 
schools boards, federally appointed trustees of the colored 
schools, a county levy court, and a federal metropolitan police 
force, all of them supported wholly or in part by local taxes. 

In 1866 when Senator Lot Morrill had proposed congres- 
sional “resumption” of the government of the District, some 
Washingtonians, “willing,” one congressman noted contemp- 
tuously, “to surrender their own rights rather than to respect 
the rights of others,” had welcomed any substitute for a local 
government in which Negroes would have a voice. Other citizens 
had protested that the Morrill plan “takes away the fragments 
of self-government which from the creation of this District had 
been accorded to its people; it subjects us to the rule of men 
utter strangers to our habits, feelings and interests.”** Strangers 
to the Washington of ante-bellum days, however, made up over 
40 percent of her white postwar population; the Oldest Inhabi- 
tants Association founded in 1865 to preserve her traditions 
wielded little influence.** The Morrill bill had failed partly 
because some members of Congress objected to depriving free 
men of their rightful prerogatives and more largely because 
radical Republicans wanted to try out the politically important 
experiment of Negro suffrage. 

Within three years citizens as conscientious as Lewis Cle- 
phane, Chief Justice David K. Cartter of the District Supreme 
Court, J. Ormond Wilson, superintendent of schools, and A. C. 
Richards, head of the Metropolitan Police, had swung over to 
think a measure like the Morrill bill the only way to halt 
paralyzing conflicts with Congress and ensure civic improve- 
ments.** Among the petitioners requesting rule by federal com- 
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missioners were also men whose motives presumably were less 
altruistic. Washington’s common council, stating that the pro- 
posal had no “parallel in the history of the country,” accused 
proponents of wanting the District governed by “a moneyed 
aristocracy.” The plan of disenfranchisement originated, the 
council contended, “in the selfish, aristocratical and bitter spirit 
of those who either sympathized with the rebellion, or who can 
see nothing good . . . in the liberty of all men, or in the minds 
of selfish speculators and their allies or political demagogues 
who for money, place, and power would barter the dearest in- 
terests and privileges of the happiest and freest Government on 
Earth.”** Nevertheless a newspaper editorial observed in the 
autumn of 1869: 

“The number who continue to hope against hope that any- 
thing can be done under the present form of municipal govern- 
ment, to set things to rights here is small, and growing smaller 
every day. ... It may be said that . . . a board of commissioners 
may be both arbitrary and corrupt. But most of our citizens, we 
take it, will cheerfully stand the chances of the experiment. If 
it works badly it would be easy to return to a charter govern- 
ment. .. . The citizens of Washington would like a change.”*” 

Still, the less drastic course of consolidation under an elected 
territorial government gradually gained support. Georgetown, 
in 1862 determined to keep her 111-year-old separate identity, 
now inclined slowly toward union with her rival as a lesser 
sacrifice than loss of all voice in the management of local 
affairs.°* Senator Davis of Kentucky probably added to white 
taxpayers’ uncertainties about entrusting their future solely to 
federally appointed officials. Never in all his years in Congress, 
he said, had any member of the District committees been a true 
friend of the District. “These committees . . . have been organ- 
ized upon the principle of elevating the negro and, when there 
was a conflict, of subordinating the rights and interest and 
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feelings of the white man to those of the negro.” Early in 1870 
a meeting of 150 influential citizens, urged on by Alderman 
Alexander Shepherd, tendered a request for a territorial govern- 
ment covering the entire District.*° The New Era labelled the 
plan a step backward, but at least it appeared to be side-tracking 
talk of moving the capital.*° 

To the relief of sober-minded men, the bill that passed the 
Senate late in May 1870 was temperate, indeed generous. It 
incorporated the main features of the territorial government 
requested by the special citizens’ group, namely a popularly 
elected governor and council to act as executive and legislature, 
and, like other territories, a nonvoting delegate in Congress; a 
clause forbade the annulment of the municipal charters without 
the express approval of a majority of the legal voters in each 
city. Better still, a provision implied that the United States 
would bear its proportionate share of the costs of running the 
new territory.** Anxiously the community awaited the action of 
the House. 

In January 1871, when the House District Committee pre- 
sented its recommendations, the bill had undergone significant 
changes. Who inspired them initially and why remains a mys- 
tery; rumor attributed them to the committee chairman, Burton 
Cook of Illinois. The first revision proposed presidential ap- 
pointment of the governor and an eleven-man upper chamber, 
leaving only a lower house to be elected by popular vote. A 
second change dropped the provision for including federal prop- 
erty in valuations for tax purposes, an indication that private 
property alone might have to carry all the territorial expenses. 
Third, the House added a new section creating a presidentially 
appointed board of public works to take charge of public im- 
provements and assess the costs as it saw fit. Opposition in 
Congress centered around only the first of these changes. Con- 
gressman Ela of New Hampshire, for example, objected strongly 
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to an appointed upper chamber because it constituted a slur 
upon the local public “and I do not believe there is a body of 
men in equal numbers in any city upon the continent who are 
so well-behaved, and whose life and property are more Secure, 
than in the District of Columbia.” If the new territory were to 
be denied the right to elect its legislature as other United States 
territories did, Congress would do better to appoint commission- 
ers clothed with arbitrary powers. Vainly George Julian urged 
provision for woman suffrage, and equally vainly Senator 
Sumner begged for a civil rights clause. No one spoke out 
against the power vested in an appointed board of public works. 
The District territorial act which became law on February 21, 
1871, was in essentials the bill as rewritten in the House and 
rushed through, men later asserted angrily, before most people 
discovered that “plotters” had altered the Senate version in 
vitally important particulars.” 

At the time the act seemed reasonably satisfactory. The pro- 
vision that the governor and the members of his council must 
have lived in the District for at least a year appeared to fore- 
stall the possibility of the President’s using his appointive pow- 
ers to pay his political debts. In April 1871 voters qualifying 
by three months’ residence in any one of the eleven precincts 
into which the District was to be divided were to elect two 
members from each for a one-year term in the House of Dele- 
gates. The territory’s delegate to Congress would be a non- 
voting member of the House District committee. The duties of 
the five men to be appointed to a board of health would include 
abatement of nuisances like the free-running pigs and goats 
about which Senator Edmunds had complained so graphically. 
The five-man board of public works, destined shortly to be the 
storm center of controversy in Washington, was empowered to 
plan and contract for all public improvements, assessing a third 
of the costs upon adjoining private property; the only limitation 
upon the board’s authority was a requirement that the territorial 
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336 


ADVANCE OF THE SOCIAL REVOLUTION 


legislature must approve expenditures in advance by appropriat- 
ing the money or sanctioning bond issues to cover costs not met 
by assessments. Public indebtedness must not exceed 5 percent 
of assessed property values unless a popular referendum ex- 
pressly permitted. The tax ceiling was set at $2 on every $100. 
The city charters were to run until June 1, 1871, but neither 
corporation might impose new taxes in the interim. 

Federal commitments, on the other hand, were disappointing. 
The United States would pay the salaries of appointed officials, 
but Congress reserved the right to annul any act of the District 
legislature, and federal property was to remain tax-exempt. An 
appraisal to be made by a federal official once every five years 
would determine the value of public lands other than parks 
and public squares and presumably thereby guide Congress in 
making appropriations for improvements; but the failure to 
assign to the federal treasury any definite financial responsibil- 
ity for the new territory perpetuated the fiscal uncertainties 
which Senator Southard had tried to eliminate 35 years before.** 

Most Washingtonians, however, felt the new scheme of gov- 
ernment would work well. Certainly Congress, having used the 
District as a testing ground for reconstruction measures, was 
glad now to wash its hands of time-consuming problems. 
Citizens who had carped about Washington’s “negro govern- 
ment” expected the curtailed power of the electorate to ensure 
white rule in the future. Negro leaders like Frederick Douglass 
apparently agreed regretfully, but after all the law still guaran- 
teed colored men the same political rights as white men, and 
the civil rights ordinances still stood. In a sunny atmosphere 
of harmony between Congress and local community race rela- 
tions should improve further. Men of property believed the new 
order, headed by persons prominent enough to attract the 
notice of the President, would safeguard vested interests. Above 
all, the act gave some assurance that the capital would remain 
in Washington. The city council, doomed soon to expire, called 
“a uniform system of government for the District of Columbia” 
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the means of “developing its great natural resources, giving 
increased vitality to commerce and manufactures, the building 
of new railroads, beautifying and improving its splendid streets 
and avenues, increasing its population, investment of capital 
from abroad, and opening a ‘new era’ in its history.”* 

On February 20, 1871, Washington inaugurated a three-day 
celebration of her “new era.” Citizens had planned a carnival in 
honor of completing the last stretch of new wood pavement on 
Pennsylvania Avenue, and now passage of the territorial act 
and the opening of Mr. Corcoran’s Gallery of Art tripled causes 
for rejoicing. Crowds in holiday mood watched the Mardi Gras 
parade and the races in which horsemen drove six-in-hands 
while boys raced goat-drawn carts over the smooth surface of 
the Avenue. At night, calcium lamps, gas jets, and Chinese 
lanterns illuminated the thoroughfare for admiring throngs and 
for carnival-costumed people en route to the masked balls. At 
the Corcoran Gallery at 17th Street and Pennsylvania Avenue, 
foreign diplomats and other distinguished guests danced in the 
picture-lined halls.** Might not the time be approaching when 
every Class of society could waltz light-heartedly? Washing- 
ton’s birthday, in 1871 not yet a national holiday, seemed to 
citizens of the capital to mark Washington City’s rebirth. 

44 F.C. Adams, Our Little Monarchy, Who Runs It and What It Costs, pp. 
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BOSS SHEPHERD AND THE BUILDING OF THE 
“NEW WASHINGTON,” 1871-1874 


SAVER THE SHORT LIFE of the Territory of the District 
HCG of Columbia was tumultuous. Its creation was an 
Wea outgrowth of the revolutionary social changes of 
the preceding decade, but the “Uncivil War™ that followed was 
initially a political contest closely tied to national party conflicts. 
For the working classes it became also a struggle to hold their 
economic gains of the past, and for Negroes a fight to keep 
and extend their recently won civil rights. People in the rest 
of the country took little or no interest in the new regime 
during its first two years. Its inception occurred at a time when 
Congress was debating the Ku Klux bill, the passage of which 
with its provision for the suspension of the writ of habeas 
corpus seemed to the British minister to pose a threat to free 
government everywhere.” Before 1873 Americans troubled over 
the accumulating evidence of corruption in Congress and im- 
proper behavior in high federal office dismissed the affair of 
the District of Columbia as a petty domestic squabble. Some 
of the quarrelling indeed was. Yet the bitter feuding notwith- 
standing, a “new” physically attractive Washington emerged. 

During the spring of 1871 the golden hopes born in late 
winter endured. When uneasiness stirred, the signs of new 
business activity tended to quiet doubts. In March congressional 
authorization of a multi-million dollar building to house the 
State, War, and Navy Departments laid to rest the last fears 
of losing the capital to the Mississippi Valley. As soon as the 
architect’s plans were ready and construction began, unemploy- 
ment promised to ease. Private real estate transactions im- 
mediately picked up. Compared to the $4,927,000 spent dur- 

1 James Whyte, The Uncivil War. 

2 Sir Edward Thornton to the British Foreign Office, 10, 12, 17, 22 Apr 


1871, Nos 119, 123, 126, 132, 135, photostats, Foreign Office Correspond- 
ence. 
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ing the entire preceding year, the sales of property transferred 
in the four months between March and July 1871 totalled over 
$2,500,000.* And real estate values in the 1870's, as in the 
twentieth century, were the best gauge of prosperity in Wash- 
ington. 

President Grant’s appointment to posts in the territorial gov- 
ernment, however, had already planted the seeds of fresh dis- 
sension. Individually the men he selected were inoffensive, but 
they were all Simon-pure Republicans. Henry D. Cooke, presi- 
dent of the First National Bank of Washington, brother of the 
Civil War financier Jay Cooke, won the coveted governorship. 
He had lived in Georgetown since 1863, had pleasant manners, 
and, rumor said, had the still greater appeal of a large bank 
account. Norton P. Chipman, a patent attorney with many 
friends in Congress and a fluent speaker who had capitalized 
on his opportunities as one of the prosecutors of Major Henry 
Wirz, was appointed secretary. The members of the governor’s 
council were unremarkable except for Frederick Douglass, ex- 
slave, lecturer, and in 1871 editor of the New National Era. 
Two other of the eleven men were Negroes, but, while highly 
respected in the colored community, neither was well known 
to white people. The board of public works, besides Governor 
Cooke, consisted of a war-time contractor and a successful 
speculator in Washington real estate, the Architect of the Treas- 
ury and of the new State Department building, the United 
States collector of customs in Georgetown, and Alexander Shep- 
herd, alderman under Mayor Emery and during 1869 and 1870 
the most active promoter of the new form of government. 

Alexander Shepherd, six feet tall, powerfully built, and hand- 
some in a florid style, possessed an easy hail-fellow-well-met 
approachability. President Grant found him congenial. At 
thirty-seven he had a driving force that his fellow citizens 
admired, although he seemed to householders of the old school 
an unfortunate choice for the board of public works; for his 
recent large-scale building ventures which had lifted him from 


8 Star, 25 Mar 1872. 
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obscurity bespoke the reckless gambler. Unlike the others, he 
at least was a native Washingtonian. Most people tacitly ad- 
mitted that Frederick Douglass’ reputation as a spokesman for 
his people entitled him to a place on the council, but the George- 
town Courier, dubbing council members “the fit nominees of a 
pigmy on a pedestal,” complained: “Not an old resident, nor a 
Democrat, nor a Catholic, nor an Irishman, and yet we have 
three darkies, Douglass, Gray and Hall, a German, two natives 
of Maine and one of Massachusetts.” Among Democrats, who 
reportedly paid three quarters of all taxes in the District, dis- 
satisfaction ran strong; they believed they had been promised 
a nonpartisan administration.* Curiously enough, no hostile 
comment greeted the appointment to the board of health of 
John Mercer Langston, a Negro lawyer recently come to Wash- 
ington to head the Howard University Law School. 

As the campaign opened for nomination of candidates for the 
House of Delegates and the seat in Congress, the least astute 
voter in the new territory could see that Republicans looked 
upon it as a handy tool with which to entrench the national 
party in power. “Upon the result of the election in this District,” 
one speaker said, would depend Republican success in the 
presidential election in 1872, and Governor Cooke announced 
that insofar as he could control the territorial government it 
would “be administered in the interest of the Republican party 
and no one who was not a well-tried Republican should, with 
his consent, hold office thereunder.” To men who believed that 
what was good for the Republican party was good for the 
United States and for the United States capital, those views 
were sound. They justified the registration of government clerks 
for local voting.’ If federal employees disliked being corralled, 
women suffragists were more than ready to go to the polls. 
Petitions from several hundred women in 1866 had begged for 
the privilege granted to illiterate black men; later arguments 

4 Patriot, 12, 14 Apr 1871; Georgetown Courier, 15 Apr 1871; Franklin 


T. Howe, “The Board of Public Works,” CHS Rec, 111, 257-78. 
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that the 14th Amendment nowhere mentioned the word male 
and thus opened the voting booth to women netted the “petti- 
coat politicians” only ridicule. During the convention of the 
National Woman’s Suffrage Association in 1870, Emily Briggs, 
that novelty, a woman reporter, had described with more vivacity 
than sympathy the performance of a delegation appealing to 
the Senate and House District committees. But in 1871 stal- 
warts of the party, however anxious to enlist “safe” votes, 
wanted no dealings with unpredictable female suffragists, and 
the District Supreme Court soon afterward ruled the 14th 
Amendment inapplicable to women.*® 

Public interest centered on the election of the nonvoting rep- 
resentative in Congress, for his persuasiveness might affect the 
course of federal legislation for the territory. Norton Chipman, 
labelled “carpetbagger” by the Patriot, the only Democratic 
organ in Washington since the demise of the National Intelli- 
gencer in 1869, won easily. His adversaries ascribed his success 
to his appeal “to the cupidity of the blacks and the necessities 
of Government clerks,” and to his supposed advocacy of mixed 
schools. Chipman called that charge ridiculous, as it undoubt- 
edly was.’ After having had six and seven colored men in Wash- 
ington’s city council, Negroes’ capture of only two of the twenty- 
two seats in the House of Delegates was a surprise. It bore out 
the prophecy of the New National Era that a territorial govern- 
ment would mean lesser influence for the colored community. 
On April 21 the Star elatedly reported the election results as a 
victory “of the class of citizens who wish to see Washington 
take its proper rank among the attractive cities of the world.” 
Wearied by a decade of bitter controversy, people stood ready 
“to give the new government a fair trial unbiased by party 
affiliation.” 

At the induction ceremonies of the new officials on May 15 

6S Misc Doc 47, 41C, 2S, Ser 1408; [Emily Edson Briggs], The Olivia 
ote 130-63; Patriot, 12 May, 1 Nov, 9, 23 Dec 1871; Courier, 22 


7 Patriot, 4, 7, 15-17, 19, 21 Apr 1871. 
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Governor Cooke outlined the tasks that lay ahead and the 
methods of financing that he recommended, namely bond issues 
instead of higher taxes. He called attention to the shortcomings 
of the school system and suggested that the $70,000 Washing- 
ton spent yearly on poor relief might be better administered by 
a board of charities and corrections. He sounded nonpartisan, 
his ideas sensible. That night a torch-light parade accompanied 
by Washington’s fire engines wound up Pennsylvania Avenue 
and on to Governor Cooke’s house in Georgetown, where the 
governor and several others again spoke. Norton Chipman chose 
the occasion to remind “all thoughtful citizens” of their duty 
“first as members of the great republican party of this country, 
and second, as citizens of this District.”® 

In the course of the next few weeks the legislature created 
some 400 public offices—all to be filled by appointment—to 
handle the duties formerly carried out by about 160 city and 
county officials. Many of these new-grown plums fell to con- 
stituents of influential senators and representatives, for, as The 
Nation later observed, “When the question of expensive im- 
provements was under discussion, the people of Washington 
were told that they were like the citizens of other towns, and 
must pay the bills. But when any of the local offices were vacant, 
they were told that Washington was the seat of Government, 
and the politicians all over the country were equally entitled 
with its residents to share in its official plunder.” In addition to 
tripling the size of the District payroll, the governor’s council 
and the delegates promptly authorized the rental of four build- 
ings for District offices—for the Governor and his staff the 
building on Pennsylvania Avenue across 17th Street from the 
Corcoran Gallery, for the board of public works and lesser 
functionaries two buildings on John Marshall Place below the 
City Hall, and for the legislature a building on Pennsylvania 
Avenue near 9th Street. Remodelling these rented quarters and 
furnishing them with “Brussels carpets, great mirrors with 
elaborately gilt frames, frescoed ceilings and black walnut 


® Star, 15, 16 May 1871. 
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furniture, all carved,” cost $100,000, a third again as much as 
the United States government offered for the purchase of the 
City Hall.*° 

Taxpayers’ dismay at the workings of the spoils system and 
at the legislature’s extravagance, however, quickly became sec- 
ondary to their consternation over the plans the board of public 
works unfolded in late June 1871. To mid-twentieth century 
ears the proposals sound modest enough—$6,250,000 to be 
spent for laying sewers, grading and paving streets, planting 
trees, and removing unsightly nuisances, $4,000,000 of the cost 
to be met by a bond issue, the rest by assessments on private 
property. Yet however much small-minded parsimony affected 
men’s thinking, other reasons for anxiety existed: first, the 
practically untrammelled power of a body of men responsible 
neither to the local public, nor, save indirectly, to Congress; 
second, the character of the individuals who composed the 
board, and third, a corollary, the extreme haste with which they 
acted. Events quickly showed that legislative review of plans 
as required by law was cursory and the advance authorization 
of spending a formality the board dispensed with. The explana- 
tion for the irresponsible hehavior of the House of Delegates 
lay, according to the Patriot, in the fact that all its members 
together paid scarcely $2,500 in taxes." The personality of 
Alexander Shepherd, who at once took command of the board 
of public works, overawed the delegates, moreover; they felt 
sure he knew what was best. He himself was equally sure. His 
postwar business career had heightened his self-confidence; 
operating on a financial shoestring, he had borrowed exten- 
sively, and built row after row of houses for sale, until his 
personal indebtedness reportedly ran into six figures. Here was 
a man who would not hesitate to plunge the District into debt 

10 Investigation into the Affairs of the District of Columbia, H Rpt 72, 
42C, 28, pp. 185, 229, 363-64, 493, 521-22, Ser 1542 (hereafter cited as 


Investigation, 1872); The Nation, xv, 329; Adams, Our Little Monarchy, 
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to achieve a goal he thought worthwhile. He cherished visions 
for Washington, and, in his determination to embody them 
quickly, he would ride roughshod over everybody and every- 
thing that stood in his way. After a first meeting, his associates 
on the board of public works entrusted all decisions to him. He 
immediately became “Boss Shepherd.” Other officials of the 
new territory faded into virtual anonymity.” 

Arbitrary power vested in a strong-willed but essentially 
honest man might have had few unhappy consequences had 
Shepherd had an engineer’s training. A “show of activity and 
energy” in the management of District affairs, the Nation re- 
marked, had to do duty for “technical knowledge and adminis- 
trative experience.” Ignorant of the technical problems involved, 
Boss Shepherd saw no reason to wait for advice or for accurate 
blueprints of the terrain before starting in upon execution of a 
“comprehensive plan of improvements” for the District of 
Columbia. Baron Haussmann took nearly twenty years to 
modernize Paris. Shepherd’s readiness to improvise and his 
insistence upon trying to complete a vast program within the 
span of three years caused his downfall and brought bank- 
ruptcy upon the community he wanted to serve.** 

The “comprehensive plan” called for altering street levels to 
make possible a drainage system capable of carrying off all 
surface water and sewage for the thickly settled areas of Wash- 
ington and Georgetown. Otherwise, except for new bridges 
across Rock Creek, Georgetown was to undergo only minor 
changes. Better bridging of the Eastern Branch and grading of 
some of the roads to the north and east was to suffice for the 
county. In the heart of Washington’s residential and business 
section, on the other hand, hilly stretches were to be levelled 
and hollows filled in order to give the avenues uniform gradients 
and to open the Capitol to view from every point in that part 

12 Investigation into the Affairs of the District of Columbia, S Rpt 453, 
43C, 1S, 1, x-xi, Ser 1590 (hereafter cited as Investigation, 1874); Howe, 
“Board of Public Works,” CHS Rec, 111, 267, 275-76. 
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of the city. There, since Shepherd was building for the future, 
streets still empty of buildings were to be improved with the 
rest. Within an area roughly encompassed between the Mall 
and P Street on the north, New Jersey Avenue on the east, 
and New Hampshire Avenue on the west all streets were to be 
paved, as well as all the main arteries extending to the city 
limits and the connecting county roads. Parking such as Mayor 
Bowen had introduced would narrow the streets, reduce costs, 
and leave space for shade trees. The Island below the Mall, the 
Navy Yard section, much of Capitol Hill, and most of northeast 
Washington netted relatively little attention. 

City planning in the twentieth-century sense and as L’Enfant 
had conceived it in the 1790’s was an unrecognized art in the 
America of the 1870’s. Land use, architectural design, and the 
relationship of buildings to the space they would occupy and 
to the surrounding areas did not concern Shepherd. Neither the 
board of public works nor Congress observed that to permit 
the huge French Renaissance stone pile, designed for the State, 
Army, and Navy Departments, to rise where it would block 
off the sweep of New York Avenue from the river to the White 
House would do as much violence to L’Enfant’s original layout 
as the Jacksonian Treasury had done. Nor did objections de- 
velop to having the Baltimore & Potomac Railroad Company 
lay its tracks across the Mall between the Smithsonian “park” 
and the Capitol grounds and erect a massive Gothic stone depot 
at 6th and north B Streets. Shepherd’s comprehensive plan 
involved primarily engineering changes calculated to create a 
city with unrivalled sanitary facilities and clean, well-paved, 
well-lighted thoroughfares. Yet amid all the complaints that 
soon burst forth, none sounded at allowing a main sewer to 
empty into Rock Creek, a mere trickle of water in dry weather. 
The one feature of the proposed program aimed exclusively at 
beautification of the capital was the planting of trees, a task 
fortunately put into the hands of horticultural experts. 

When the plan was first presented in June 1871, it was more 
comprehensive than specific; many of the particulars were 
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vague. All that was abundantly clear was that its authors had 
been hurried, and the expense of carrying it out would be heavy. 
In the face of private citizens’ protests that five weeks was too 
short a time to produce an adequate engineering survey or a 
sound estimate of costs, the legislature approved the entire plan 
early in July and authorized the $4,000,000 bond issue the 
board of public works requested. The work of tearing up the 
streets began almost at once. Shepherd later justified his pre- 
cipitousness by declaring that the board’s function was to effect 
improvements “as rapidly as possible . . . in order that in this 
respect the capital of the nation might not remain a quarter of 
a century behind the times.” Large taxpayers urged a pay-as- 
you-go method, raising $1,500,000 by a special tax and under- 
taking, to begin with, only part of the program, but Shepherd 
believed that piecemeal execution would imperil completion of 
the job.** In early 1871, despite some postwar building, every 
section of Washington contained unkempt vacant lots; open 
fields still ringed the area north of O Street and that east of 
the Capitol beyond the newly laid out Lincoln Park. On 7th 
Street horsecars ran to the city limits, but on 14th and 9th 
Streets the lines ended at S and M Streets, respectively. A 
single house, occupied by a fortuneteller, stood on Massachusetts 
Avenue west of 17th Street, while the debris left from the recent 
removal of Hopkins’ brickyard cluttered the stretch beyond 
Dupont Circle. Shepherd, however, reasoned that once supplied 
with urban facilities the capital would grow, and the city must 
be ready. The upturn in real estate strengthened his convictions. 
In the spring of 1871 a syndicate of California mine operators, 
which included Curtis J. Hillyer and Senator William Stewart 
of Virginia City, Nevada, put some $600,000 into land near 
Dupont Circle. There on the square to the northwest “Stewart 
Castle,” as imposing as its name implied, began to rise two 
years later, while Hillyer built an elaborate house on Massa- 

14 Investigation, 1872, pp. 45, 735, 739; Patriot, 27, 30 Jun, 1, 4, 15 Jul, 
3 Aug 1871. Maps showing the areas of work on sewers and streets appear 
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chusetts Avenue where the Cosmos Club stands today. If Cali- 
fornia miners saw fit to invest in Washington real estate, why 
should any one worry about the city’s future financial re- 
sources 2? Dx 

Conservative Washingtonians, nevertheless, did worry. Con- 
vinced of the dangers of attempting too much too fast, in August 
1871 they obtained a court injunction against sale of the newly 
authorized bonds, on the grounds that the organic act creating 
the territory required voters’ approval of any increase in the 
public debt above 5 percent of the assessed valuation of property. 
The legislature, subservient to Boss Shepherd’s wishes, promptly 
got around the injunction by imposing a 5 percent income tax 
and permitting anticipation of $500,000 of current revenue in 
order to carry on the work until a special referendum on the 
Joan could take place in November.”* The board of public works, 
using the half million dollars at its disposal, made the most of 
its patronage. Where the corporation of Washington had had 
10 salaried officials in the street department, Shepherd engaged 
86. Undoubtedly he also counted on the thousands of men em- 
ployed in digging up the streets to vote for the loan. At the 
polls in the autumn, ballots bearing the invidious label “Against 
Special Improvements” were so hard to find that most dissidents 
had to write out their own; and a great many men of property 
feeling this a hopeless contest with the have-nots, stayed at 
home. Approval of the loan went through by a 12 to 1 vote. 
In protesting to Congress about the coercion to which working- 
men had been subjected, a colored preacher asserted that the 
voting was no more free than “was the pretended election of 
Napoleon to be Emperor of France.” 

Boss Shepherd from first to last displayed myopic indifference 
to the cost of attaining his goals. He later admitted to assuming 
15 Investigation, 1874, 11, 209, 220, Ser 1591; Patriot, 20 Aug 1872. 

16 Baltimore Sun, 25, 26 Jul 1871; Patriot, 24 Jul, 5, 20 Aug 1871, 15 
Feb 1872; Star, 1, 5 Aug 1871; Journal of the House of Delegates, 1, 685 
(hereafter cited as Delegates’ Journal ); Journal of the Council, 1, 139, 161 
(hereafter cited as Council Journal). 
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that, when finished, the job would so delight Congress that the 
United States Treasury would foot the bills. The bills im- 
mediately began to fall thick and fast. The board enlarged its 
staff to 203 salaried men, expanded its program, and specified 
for most of the streets asphalt or wood paving instead of the 
much cheaper macadam planned at first. To ensure against 
being stopped before it was too late, Shepherd ordered work 
to start in every section of the city at once. When Congress 
reconvened in December 1871, members beheld “miles of in- 
complete sewers, half-graded streets and half-paved sidewalks.” 
Although cold weather halted digging, by the following March 
the board had spent over $2,000,000. During 1871, moreover, 
the legislature approved bond issues totalling $1,450,000, for 
purposes not originally included in the public works program— 
for the extension of water mains, for the Centre market-house, 
for an interest in a new railroad project, and $100,000 for relief 
of Chicagoans after fire razed that city in October 1871. Be- 
lated discretion stopped the issue of the railroad bonds and half 
the market-house bonds, but taxpayers discovered that in a half- 
year the territorial government had sanctioned an indebtedness 
larger than that of all but seven states of the Union, all told 
$9,450,000, nearly three times the total accumulated by Wash- 
ington, Georgetown, and the county together in seventy years. 

In January 1872 the House Committee onthe District, in 
response to memorials signed by some 1,200 citizens, opened 
the first of two long investigations into the “Affairs of the Dis- 
trict of Columbia.” The charges against the territorial govern- 
ment and the board of public works ranged from carelessness 
and extravagance to outright corruption. At the end of the 
century one of Shepherd’s staunch admirers noted that “but few 
of the small real estate owners were among those who became 
opponents to the march of improvements. Those who were the 
most active in opposition to the Board and its work were men 
of wealth who could well afford to pay the special taxes assessed 
against their property because of the increased value that the 
improvements gave it.” Well-to-do men, it is true, led the fight, 
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but inasmuch as a good many householders lost their homes 
through inability to pay the special assessments, taxes when 
due, or the 3 percent penalties for every month of delinquence, 
humble people as well as wealthy must have felt alarm.*® 

The altering of street grades “without discretion or fixed 
plan” about which the memorialist complained, left houses along 
F Street west of the White House, for example, perched upon 
embankments that barred access to stables and outbuildings in 
the rear. Workmen laying a sewer on 2nd Street found when 
digging reached the point of junction with a main sewer that 
because the engineer in charge had guessed at the levels, the 
lateral line was over ten feet too low. The petitioners protested 
at the “arbitrary” decision of the board of public works to fill 
in the Washington Canal instead of continuing the dredging 
that was to have opened it to navigation and permitted a one- 
way flow of water to wash sewage far out into the Eastern 
Branch. Furthermore, a payroll of $600,000 for salaried officials, 
contingent expenses for seven months amounting to a larger 
sum than the wealthiest state in the Union allowed for a year, 
the $100,000 spent on rented offices, and the $143,000 used 
for advertising, all pointed to a deplorable fiscal irresponsibility. 
One witness set the expenses of the District government at 300 
to 400 percent higher than the city’s had been. The District 
auditor testified that he knew nothing about the expenditures 
of the board of public works, since one of its members paid the 
bills without submitting vouchers of any kind. Two years later, 
in fact, the books would reveal that no one had kept track of 
what sums of money had gone for what. 

The hearings lasted four months and ended with a majority 
report of the committee commending the achievements of the 
“high-minded,” energetic men who made up the board of public 
works and urging “generous appropriations from Congress” to 
abet their program. Such mistakes as they had made were 

18 Investigation, 1872, pp. 1-2, 8-10, 158, 363-64, 404, 589-97; Balt. Sun, 
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honest errors, the public, while inconvenienced at times, had 
suffered no real injury and later would benefit, and, if excessive 
zeal for improvements had led those in charge to take shortcuts, 
their ultimate goal was so desirable that criticisms of their 
procedures were uncalled for. The $50,000 spent under Mayor 
Emery for dredging the canal was a regrettable loss, but the 
opinions of sanitary experts varied, and competent engineers 
upheld the decision to build a huge culvert along the bed of 
Tiber Creek for a sewer main and fill the land above. Congress, 
however, while accepting the majority report, set a debt limit of 
$10,000,000 for the territory which, in view of the debt already 
incurred, left less than a million dollars to complete “the com- 
prehensive plan.” Boss Shepherd assured Congress that when 
the United States Treasury paid over the $1,240,920 owed by 
the United States for improvements to federal property, the 
costs of winding up the program would not exceed his original 
estimate of $6,250,000. 

While the Patriot cried “whitewash,” other local newspapers 
heralded the outcome of the investigation as the triumph of 
progress over petty fault-finding. Congress had not as yet ap- 
propriated any federal money, but local newspapermen, like 
numberless other citizens, apparently were persuaded that once 
improvements had gone far enough, the federal government 
would assume payment of the $4,000,000 loan. Shepherd al- 
ways put his best foot forward in dealing with the press. After 
the Patriot expired, the board of public works remained all but 
sacrosanct to Washington newspapers till the day of its death 
in June 1874. The hearings of 1872 attracted little notice from 
outside journals; only months later did big city dailies begin 
to allude to Washington’s “Tammany” and speak of analogies 
between the “Board of Public Works Ring” and the ring of the 
recently indicted Boss Tweed.” 

19 Investigation, 1872, pp. ii-xix and passim; Cong Globe, 42C, 2S, App., 
pp. 428-36, 42C, 3S, p. 23; S Misc Doc 14, 42C, 2S, Ser 1481; H Rpt 7, 
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Meanwhile Shepherd, armed with congressional blessings, 
hurried forward the work suspended during the investigation. 
Seemingly nothing now need slow progress—except the oc- 
casional necessity for redoing improperly planned or shoddily 
performed jobs, such as ripping up newly paved streets in order 
to lay sewer pipes somehow forgotten when paving began. Al- 
though serious delays occurred in the autumn when an epizootic 
disease killed or crippled hundreds of draft horses needed to 
cart the tons of earth removed from cuts and wanted for fills, 
Shepherd swept aside all man-made interference. Yet multiply- 
ing suits brought for over-assessments and, in September, six- 
teen pages of official advertisements in the Star listing property 
to be sold at auction for nonpayment of taxes suggested some 
truth in The Nation’s comment that “property originally valu- 
able has been ‘improved’ and assessed out of existence.” One 
resident later wrote, “It was a daily occurrence for citizens to 
leave their houses as usual in the morning, and when they re- 
turned at evening to find sidewalks and curbs, which not un- 
frequently had, but recently [been] laid anew, at their own 
expense, all torn up and carted away.” In a fight between 
marketmen and the wrecking crew assigned to demolition of 
the Northern Liberties market-house, falling timbers killed one 
of the butchers. “Unfortunate accident,” explained defenders of 
the board of public works. Its employees ripped up the rails 
laid by the Alexandria & Washington Railroad Company at 
the foot of the Hill even as the Baltimore & Potomac Railroad 
began laying its tracks across the Mall at 6th Street. “Obstruc- 
tionists” of the “factious .. . malignant and mendacious opposi- 
tion” published pamphlets bearing titles like Our Little Mon- 
archy and More about our Washington Tammany, Its Tool in 
Congress, but the national election in November returned Grant 
to the White House and supporters of “this revolutionary Wash- 
ington” to Congress and to the District legislature.” 
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The “obstructionists” were so absorbed in battling the board 
of public works that they took little notice of other weak spots 
in the territorial administration. Board proponents were equally 
oblivious. “There was never a time in Washington,” wrote one 
observant resident, “when the wants of the laboring man and 
the poor were so little understood and so much neglected.” The 
Star which for many years had carried sympathetic stories of 
needy families and charitable endeavors to help them now rarely 
gave space to any civic ills other than those due to opposing 
the public works program. The House of Delegates, composed 
though it was of rather humble men, evinced similar ostrich-like 
qualities. It considered bills introduced by Negro members to 
widen racial nondiscrimination and passed a civil rights act but 
tended to ignore other social problems. In 1872, while a handful 
of private citizens struggled to lessen the abject poverty in the 
city, the legislature entered into an extraordinary agreement 
with the Washington Market Company: in return for the com- 
pany’s relinquishing to the territorial government the space in 
which to build a hall along the Pennsylvania Avenue frontage 
of the still unfinished market-house, delegates and members of 
the governor’s council reduced from $25,000 to $7,500 the 
company’s annual ground rent which Congress had earmarked 
for relief of the poor. Such folly apparently grew out of the 
assumption that the board of public works was providing em- 
ployment for every able-bodied person who wanted it, and out 
of belief that the federal government would continue generous 
support of the public hospitals and the cities’ orphan asylums 
and contribute sums large enough to care for the aged destitute. 
The miscalculation was painfully obvious to its victims.” 

Nevertheless by the spring of 1873 physical changes had 
created an outwardly “new Washington.” Visitors’ enthusiasm 
took much of the wind out of the sails of Boss Shepherd’s critics. 
Where the old canal had stretched its smelly length from 7th 
Street to the Potomac below the White House “park,” solid 

22 Adams, Our Little Monarchy, p. 15; Council Journal, 111, 144, 1v, 72, 


211; H Ex Doc 16, 42C, 3S, Ser 1563; Patriot, 1 Jul 1872; Congressional 
Record, 43C, 1S, p. 3996. 
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ground extended, drained by a strongly constructed under- 
ground sewer. To the east another main emptied into the 
Eastern Branch, while the L Street line debouching into Rock 
Creek served a section of the city hitherto lacking any sewerage. 
The extension of water mains enabled several neighborhoods to 
abandon reliance on the wells in the public squares, while brick 
or cement sidewalks, miles of wooden pavement, and some con- 
crete and some macadamized roadways ended the misery of 
dust in summer and heavy mire at other seasons. The expensive 
wood pavements seemed to contrast favorably with the tarred 
crushed stone surfaces in Paris, where “Imperial Hausmann 
[sic] humbugged the world for a short space of time into be- 
lieving in macadam for city uses.” Since streets and alleys oc- 
cupied 54 percent of all the area within Washington’s limits, 
compared to 35 percent in Vienna, 25 percent in Paris, 35 
percent in New York and 29 percent in Philadelphia, the most 
resentful taxpayer could see that the job done was tremendous 
and that his money had served some useful purpose. Gone was 
the filth on Pennsylvania Avenue which had. annoyed the 
Russian Grand Duke Alexis during his visit in 1871. And 
along the parkings, grass and sapling shade trees were begin- 
ning to give a touch of green beauty to the public ways.” 
The visible progress of the territory’s public works inspired 
other enterprise also. Long-postponed discussion of how to 
finance completion of the Washington Monument resumed. In 
1873 when the Baltimore & Potomac Railroad depot opened on 
the site where the National Gallery of Art would rise in the 
1930's, the location in the bed of the old Washington Canal 
enabled envious B & O officials to gibe at the “Sewer Route,” 
but businessmen welcomed it, and the heavy square tower of 
the station gave the city a new landmark. Little by little house- 
holders felt stirred by an unfamiliar civic pride which, the Star 
proclaimed, “promises almost as much in behalf of the future 


28 Rpts, BPW, 1872, Ser 1562, and 1873, Ser 1603; Star, 4 Nov 1871, 
20, 21 Nov 1872, and 14 Feb 1873 quoting Lippincott’s Magazine. 
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growth of the city as the grand system of public works.” Despite 
the special assessments and tax increases, a number of people 
began to look upon the “new Washington” as a sound place for 
real estate investment. Over 1,200 new buildings went up dur- 
ing 1872, and sales of real property during the next few months 
topped earlier records. Extension of street railways north, west, 
and eastward across the Eastern Branch opened up new resi- 
dential areas. As the Connecticut Avenue line crept out toward 
Dupont Circle, Alexander Shepherd built an elaborate “man- 
sion” at the corner of the avenue and L Street, and two blocks 
above, nearer Senator Stewart’s “castle,” the British govern- 
ment erected a house for Her Majesty’s minister. Except for the 
building purchased by Prussia in 1866, this was the first foreign- 
owned legation in the American capital.”* 

The United States government itself caught the fever for 
improvement. Purchase of W. W. Corcoran’s country estate, 
“Harewood,” enlarged the grounds of the Soldiers’ Home and 
provided a charming park on Washington’s outskirts. The 
Commissioner of Public Buildings, eager to start a national 
zoological garden, put a caged American eagle into Franklin 
Square, two deer and later a pair of prairie dogs into Lafayette 
Square, and, having “purchased and liberated” a hundred pairs 
of English and German sparrows, reported proudly that these 
“valuable” birds were multiplying. After the-board of public 
works removed the railway tracks at the edge of the Capitol 
grounds, Congress authorized the development of “Capitol 
Park” where Frederick Olmstead would again display the talent 
for landscape architecture that had made his layout of New 
York’s Central Park famous. Even The Nation, in the past 
skeptical of Shepherd’s competence, admitted that public and 
private improvements together “have attracted a respectable 

24 Courier, 18 May 1872; Patriot, 5 Sep 1872; H Rpt 48, 42C, 2S, Ser 
1528; Cong Globe, 42C, 2S, pp. 2587-88, 3409; H. W. Schotter, The Growth 
and Development of the Pennsylvania Railroad Company, pp. 86-87; Star, 4, 


11 Jan, 17 Jul, 19 Dec 1873, 24 Jan, 18 May 1874; Investigation, 1874, 11, 
261; Balt. Sun, 27 Feb, 4 Nov 1872. 
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class of winter residents who formerly held it [Washington] in 
great contempt.”* 

The arrival of new winter residents fanned hopes that Wash- 
ington would not long remain “simply the seat of the General 
Government and . . . be without a single manufacturing estab- 
lishment or a single wholesale business house.” Coal shipments 
down the C & O Canal made fuel inexpensive. While the local 
newspapers drummed away at the advantages of the District 
for manufacturing, the House of Delegates talked of putting 
up a building equipped with steam power where mechanics 
could rent space. Why, asked one delegate, was the District 
not “the Lowell, the Lynn, or the Worcester, of the country?” 
Congress had consented to let the Orange, Alexandria and 
Manassas and the Washington and Point Lookout railroads 
run tracks into the District and authorized the territorial gov- 
ernment’s subscribing to stock in the projected Piedmont and 
Potomac Railroad. A federal appropriation of $50,000 for 
dredging the river and deepening Washington’s and George- 
town’s harbors promised to increase river shipping. If the price 
of land between Georgetown and the Great Falls were lowered, 
promoters argued, the power available there would attract north- 
ern capital and the skilled workers to man new factories; the 
34-foot drop from canal to river could supply textile plants and 
at least one large rolling mill besides the ten flour and sawmills 
already drawing power from the canal. One enthusiast under- 
took to raise money in England to develop a mill village at the 
Great Falls. Compared to the 60 percent of the District’s work- 
ing population engaged in personal service and professional 
occupations, the 23 percent listed in “manufacturing and me- 
chanical” jobs was small, but in early 1873 optimism prevailed 
among business leaders. New insurance companies formed, canal 
traffic was growing, a new national bank opened, and two of 

26 Rpt Sec/War, 1872, pp. 1110-30, Ser 1555, 1873, pp. 1151-69, Ser 
1598, 1874, pp. 385-402, Ser 1637; Rpt Sec/Int, 1873, p. 768, Ser 1601, 


1874, p. 734, Ser 1639; Nation, xv, 376; Star, 10 Dec 1872, 10 Sep, 17 
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Washington’s four savings banks were paying 6 percent interest 
on deposits.” 

Small tradesmen and workingmen unable to carry on by 
borrowing were less certain of their future. Shopowners lost 
money because streets torn up for months at a time made their 
places of business inaccessible. Although the board of public 
works had set a minimum wage of $1.50 a day for common 
labor, unskilled workmen employed by local contractors had to 
accept the wage rates paid men brought in by competing New 
York and Philadelphia contracting firms. Plasterers and car- 
penters made feeble attempts to organize unions, a Trade Union 
Central Committee formed, and the National Labor Council 
held two or three meetings. The results were negligible. And 
since unions as a matter of course excluded Negroes, that 
segment of the local work force was shorn of any possible 
benefit. Skilled artisans such as members of the typographical, 
bookbinders’, and stone-cutters’ unions and the thousand men 
employed at the Navy Yard were earning from $2.50 to $5.00 
a day, but those who owned property in the District were sub- 
ject to heavy taxation.”” When the panic of 1873 struck in 
September, craftsmen suffered along with common laborers 
and capitalists. 

Financial disaster had already overtaken the District of Co- 
lumbia. Friends of the board of public works had long scoffed 
at hints that its books needed auditing, but by midsummer 1873 
even a congressional appropriation of $3,500,000 to cover the 
costs of improvements to federal property was insufficient to 
stave off bankruptcy. An empty territorial treasury left school 
teachers, clerks, police, firemen, and day laborers without pay 
for months.** In September came the failure of the banking 

26 Nation, xv, 328-30; Patriot, 3, 21 Feb, 6 Mar, 27 Aug, 19 Sep, 2 Oct 
1872; Star, 11 May 1871, 12 Apr, 5 Jun, 2 Jul 1872, 8 Jul 1873; Delegates 


Journal, 1, 686; S Misc Docs 15, 68 and 88, 42C, 3S, Ser 1546; Rpt Sec/Int, 
1872, p. 398, Ser 1560. 

27 City Directory, 1871; Patriot, 3 Jun 1871, 1 Oct 1872; Star, 12 Feb, 17 
Jun 1872, 3, 8, 11, 25 Jul 1873, 23 Jan, 6 Apr 1874; Chronicle, 13 Apr 
1874; Nation, xvi11, 407. 

28 Star, 30 Apr, 9 Jun, 13 Jul 1873; Patriot, 29 Jun 1872; Investigation, 
1874, 1, 462, 469, 11, 12, 428; Nation, xvi, 86; 17 Stat. 406, 526. 
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house of Jay Cooke & Company and the beginning of a country- 
wide depression. Bank after bank suspended payment. When 
the First National Bank of Washington closed its doors, its 
president, Henry D. Cooke, resigned as governor of the~Dis- 
trict. President Grant appointed Alexander Shepherd to the post, 
but Shepherd, for all his assurance, could no longer obtain credit 
for the District. “The recent financial troubles,” he reported in 
November, “prevented any realization from a sale of the sewer 
certificates,” by means of which the board of public works had 
expected to pay its contractors. Property owners could not or 
would not pay the special assessments. Taxpayers angry during 
prosperous times grew panicky under the mounting financial 
pressures.*® As the murmurs of wrath reached a roar, a second 
congressional investigation of the affairs of the District of Co- 
lumbia opened in February 1874. 

Unlike the first, the second investigation caught the attention 
of people throughout the country. Doubtless the panic and de- 
pression led them to suspect that cleaning up “the mess in 
Washington” would be directly helpful to them. In the capital 
the local newspapers attempted to belittle the attack on Boss 
Shepherd. Many of the ills of the District of Columbia long 
antedated the board of public works. Certainly that body was 
not responsible for the lack of school accommodations for 10,000 
white and 5,800 Negro children. Shepherd’s friends character- 
ized his enemies as scalawags. One of them the Chronicle called 
“a red-hot Democrat and an original rebel,” another reputedly 
“the owner of several houses on alley, used for purposes 
which cannot be mentioned in a family newspaper”; and Sayles 
J. Bowen, once “fraudently” elected mayor, had earned “the 
just censure and anathema of every man.” W. W. Corcoran, on 
the other hand, was too much revered as Washington’s foremost 
philanthropist to be dismissed in that fashion; yet he had to 
publish his bill of particulars against the District government 
in a Baltimore newspaper because, he said, no local paper would 





29 Rpt BPW, 1873, p- 5, Ser 1603; Star, 18-20, 22, 24, 27 Sep 1873, 24 
Jan 1874; Investigation, 1874, 1, 467; Cong Record, 43C, 1S, p. 2183. 
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print it. Although impassioned defenders of the board of public 
works insisted that selfishness and petty vindictiveness moti- 
vated the appeal to Congress, the opposition now counted in its 
ranks citizens of every social and economic stratum. Mutual 
distrust reached a pitch as intense as that of the spring of 1861, 
born then of suspicions of disloyalty, in 1874 of belief that dis- 
honesty and self-seeking were undermining the community.” 

The published hearings cover 3,000 pages of fine print and 
contain some extraordinary testimony. Most District officials, 
ran the charges, were “negligent, careless, improvident, unjust, 
oppressive and illegal.” A long list of specifics backed by a 
mass of detail laid the heaviest blame upon the presidential 
appointees, Alexander Shepherd above all. Some of the accusa- 
tions needed no elaboration. Anyone traversing Washington’s 
streets in 1874 could see, for example, that the wooden pave- 
ments laid at vast expense were already rotting; had the planners 
heeded the experience of other American cities that costly mis- 
take could not have occurred. Shepherd had permitted favoritism 
to influence his selection of contractors. Jobbery had resulted. 
Adventurers from distant cities had pocketed as much as $97,- 
000 as the fee for landing a contract of only about $700,000 
for a firm that would undertake the work. The fact that skul- 
duggery in letting municipal contracts was almost routine in 
other big American cities in no way lessened the offense in the 
eyes of the investigating committee. Here, however, the most 
“pernicious” error lay in imposing upon the community a hastily 
conceived project far too expensive to be met from local re- 
sources unless the work were spread over a number of years. 
The figures Governor Shepherd himself provided showed that, 
instead of $6,578,397, the board of public works had already 
spent $18,872,565, and approximately $2,000,000 more would 
have to go to pay for jobs under formal contract and still in 
process. Yet law set the debt limit at $10,000,000. By June 
1874 the deficit for ordinary operating expenses would come to 

80 Chronicle, 28 Jan 1874; Star, 26 Feb 1874; Balt. Sun, 5 Feb 1874; 
Nation, xvii, 18; Adams, Our Little Monarchy, pp. 4-9; Investigation, 1874, 
1, 6. 
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a minimum of $1,000,000. Shepherd’s tacit admission that he 
expected Congress to foot half the bills did not endear him to 
the congressional committee." 

When the committee submitted its conclusions, most of the 
local press rejoiced that “not one word” of the report could “be 
fairly construed into censure” of District officials, least of all 
Shepherd, the “Bayard without fear and without reproach.” 
Metropolitan journals, on the contrary, lashed out at the com- 
mittee’s mildness. The reason for it, the New York Tribune 
opined and the Washington Chronicle agreed, was plain: Grant 
had so closely identified himself with his appointees that a 
strong indictment of them would have amounted to censuring 
the President. The management of the national capital had at 
last become an issue of national significance. But satisfaction 
or anger over congressional forgivingness faded as the future 
of the District came up for discussion on the Hill. While the 
investigation was still in process, Congress had appropriated 
money to pay school teachers’ salaries. In June, with the open- 
ing of debate on how to handle the District’s other debts, Wash- 
ingtonians still hoped for further assistance. Obviously the first 
necessity was to straighten out the financial tangle; the question 
of how the District was to be governed thereafter could wait.” 

No one expected the territorial government to endure. Con- 
gress, pronouncing it a failure, voted without debate to abolish 
the governorship, the legislature, and the board of public works, 
and temporarily to place control in the hands of three com- 
missioners to be appointed by the President. A 3 percent tax on 
Washington real estate, 214 percent on Georgetown’s, and 2 
percent on the county’s would meet current expenses. The First 
and Second Comptroller of the Treasury were to audit the 

» Investigation, 1874, 1, ii, vii-x, 464-69, 11, 997-1011, 1013-14, 1124.96, 
1209-17, 111, 2115, 2143, 2146, 2356; ptn, $43A-E22, 10 Mar 1874; Report 


of the Commissioners of the District of Columbia, H Ex Doc 1, 43C, 2S, pp. 
166, 170, Ser 1641. 
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accounts of the territory and of the board of works and examine 
property holders’ claims to damages. Special commissioners 
were to handle funding of the District debt through 50-year 
bonds bearing 3.65 interest and guaranteed by the “faith” of 
the United States. The board of health and the school boards 
were to remain intact. Finally, two senators selected by the Vice- 
President and two representatives chosen by the Speaker of the 
House were to draft a bill for a permanent form of government 
and recommend what share of the cost should fall upon the 
United States, what upon the community.** 

Most citizens drew a long breath of relief. The credit of the 
United States would prevent a financial collapse, wanton spend- 
ing would cease, injured property owners could anticipate col- 
lecting damages, and Congress would eventually return control 
of their own affairs to District citizens if by then they wanted it. 
For the time being the new law disposed of what the George- 
town Courier labelled the “curse” of Negro suffrage. A pre- 
posterous incident silenced men who regretted the change. 
Several members of the House of Delegates, upon hearing of 
the territory’s demise, rushed to the legislature’s hall and 
pocketed inkwells and other small objects; one pilferer, caught 
walking out with a red feather duster protruding from his 
trouser leg, fastened the label “Feather Duster legislature” upon 
the entire assembly. Ridicule killed it more thoroughly than 
congressional law. Thereafter whites opposed to the return of 
any local suffrage that included colored voters spoke of “the 
Feather Dusters” and “the Murder Bay politicians”; by impli- 
cation Negroes, in short, were responsible for every disaster of 
the territorial regime.** The high hopes its creation had aroused 
less than three and a half years before were buried deep. 

The President immediately nominated Shepherd as one of 
the three commissioners; the Senate refused to confirm him. 
Senator Logan of Illinois declared that in the West “the people 
were feeling more strongly about the District investigation than 

88 Cong Record, 43C, 1S, pp. 5116-24, 5154-56; 18 Stat. 116-21. 
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about the currency itself.” The post went to William Dennison, 
one-time Governor of Ohio and Postmaster General in Lincoln’s 
second Cabinet, and to two former congressmen. Shepherd 
remarked “a sacrifice was needed” and he was selected for the 
role.** In 1876, his fortune gone and his hopes of new public 
office withered, he moved himself and his family to Mexico, 
leaving behind him a disenfranchised city still undergoing the 
physical renovations he had begun. 


85 Nation, xvi11, 403; Star, 3 Jul 1874, 22 Mar 1875; Courier, 18 Jul 
1874. 
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SOCIAL AND CULTURAL 
CROSSCURRENTS, 1871-1874 


z= CIVIC PRIDE in 1874 as in 1870 had little to feed 
iS on in half a dozen areas of Washington. Poverty 
YS A and crime still bestrode much of the city, the penal 
and legal systems still needed reform, and preoccupation with 
the public works controversy, with politics and frivolous social 
affairs, or with personal financial tribulations had lessened the 
flow of charity. The comprehensive plan of improvement had 
scarcely touched the Island; that area, long cut off from the 
rest of the city first by the canal and then by railroad tracks, 
had become one vast slum. Its shanties and crowded tenements 
bred half the crime in the District. The overloaded dockets of 
the District Supreme Court and the new police court, a police 
force limited to 238 officers, and the greed and ignorance of law 
displayed by some of the justices of the peace offered small 
hope of bettering law enforcement, let alone drying up the well 
springs of delinquency and felony. The appearance in 1874 of 
an official volume entitled Revised Statutes of the District of 
Columbia, incomplete and badly organized as it was, helped 
reduce the “hodge-podge of unreality” that had constituted local 
law since 1801, but the new compilation failed appreciably to 
check thieving and gambling, prostitution, assault, and murder.* 
The strongest deterrent to crime no doubt was still fear of even 
a brief sojourn in the old District jail: four to eight persons in 
8- by 10-foot windowless cells without water closets and for an 
entire corridor only one tub of water daily for prisoners to wash 
in. Here, under conditions worse than during the Civil War, all 
sorts and kinds of people awaited trial or served their sentences. 


1 Gong Record, 43C, 1S, pp. 3916-17; Report of the Commissioners of the 
District of Columbia, 1874, pp. 20-25, H Ex Doc 1, 43C, 2S, Ser 1641 and 
1875, pp. 40-41, H Ex Doc 1, 44C, 1S, Ser 1682 (hereafter cited as Comrs 
Rpts); Walter Cox, “Efforts to Obtain a Code of Laws,” CHS Rec, 111, 125- 
29; Star, 25 Apr 1873, 6 Apr 1874; H Misc Doc 25, 42C, 3S, Ser 1571. 
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The only other place for law-breakers was the workhouse or 
the Reform School for Boys.’ 

“There is in this [District],” wrote an official, “a large num- 
ber of boys whose only home is the streets, whose dormitory is 
the market house, a stable, an out-house or sometimes the lee- 
side of a wall, or door-step; and others who have parents, but 
might better, perhaps, be orphans.” By 1874 over a hundred 
children averaging in age about thirteen and a half years were 
penned up at the workhouse where they had to consort with 
“old and hardened characters.” As the Reform School could 
accommodate only 65 boys, the trustees felt obliged periodically 
to release some prematurely to make room for others. Firmly 
believing in the school’s “salutary” effect upon its inmates, the 
trustees again and again begged Congress for a larger building 
in a more healthful location than the malaria-ridden farm above 
Georgetown, and Congress, perhaps feeling guilty at having 
appropriated nothing for the federal institution since 1870, re- 
sponded at last by voting $100,000 for a building capacious 
enough to take 300 boys. Located near the District line north- 
east of the Capitol, the building when opened in late 1874 
housed 55 white and 58 colored boys in carefully segregated 
corridors.* * 

The fact that the preponderance of want, like the preponder- 
ance of crime, was to be found among Negroes undoubtedly 
affected the community’s philanthropy, for, after the founding 
of the Freedmen’s Bureau in 1865, white citizens had come to 
expect the federal agency to relieve them of the care of indigent 
blacks. When the demise of the bureau in 1871 returned the 
responsibility to local organizations, the adjustment was both 
painful and slow. Moreover, to a degree unknown in the Wash- 
ington of earlier years, the “fashionables” drawn to the capital 
at the height of the gilded age successfully ignored most of the 

* The official reports of the Metropolitan Police, the Warden of the J ail, 
and the Trustees of the Reform School are in the Rpts Sec/Int, 1870-74, Sers 
1449, 1505, 1560, 1601 and 1639. Patriot, 7 Oct 1871; Chronicle, 28 Sep 


1874; Star, 30, 31 Jul, 13 Aug 1873, 1 Jul 1874; Nation, xv, 329-30. 
5 H Rpt 39, 42C, 2S, Ser 1528; Comrs Rpt, 1874, pp. 109-11. 
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39. Lobby of the House of Representatives during debates on the Civil Rights Bill of 1866. 
Wood engraving in Harper’s Weekly 























40. The Impeachment Trial of Andrew Johnson, 1868. Wood engraving in Harper's Weekly 
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42. Richard Wallach, Mayor of Washington, 1861- 43, Alexander Shepherd, head of Board of Publi 


1868. Photograph by Mathew Brady Works, 1871-1874 and Governor of the Territor 
1873-1874 





44. Frederick Douglass, in 1871 editor of the New 45. John Mercer Langston, counsel to the Board o 
Era, Washington’s first Negro newspaper Health, 1871-1874 





46. The new Baltimore and Potomac Railroad Station located on the Mall on the present site of the 
National Gallery. The train sheds extended southward nearly half-way across the Mall 





47. The Shepherd Mansion on L Street and Connecticut Avenue 
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48. A Reception at ex-Governor Shepherd’s, 1876. Wood engraving in the New York Daily Graphic 























































































































49. The Reading Room of the Library of Congress, ca. 1878 
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misery about them. The charity ball and the benefit whist party 
were not yet a fixed society routine. W. W. Corcoran built and 
endowed in memory of his wife the beautiful Louise Home for 
impoverished elderly gentlewomen to which, the saying went, 
three P’s gave admission: personality, pedigree, and poverty. 
Several score of old residents of the city contributed time and 
money to the Industrial Home School, to the white orphan 
asylums, and, less generously, to the Home for Destitute 
Colored Women and Children. The 111 churches in the Dis- 
trict helped selected “worthy” causes; a woman’s club sought 
to rescue unwilling inmates of houses in “Joe Hooker’s Divi- 
sion”; and volunteers composing a citizens’ relief committee col- 
laborated with the Army Depot Commissary in trying to dole 
out federal relief funds wisely. Yet charity during the years of 
the territorial regime was on the whole lean. Governor Cooke 
taught a Sunday School class and served on the board of the 
YMCA; other than members of the board of health, most officials 
apparently paid no more attention to the plight of the poor than 
did temporary residents intent upon entrenching themselves in 
high official society.* 

Amid the widespread obliviousness to suffering in Washing- 
ton and Georgetown, the services performed by the board of 
health stood out as a signal achievement. Of the local news- 
papers, only the Patriot recognized its value; the rest were 
generally unsympathetic to the health officers’ programs. When 
Congress was abolishing the territorial government, the Star 
urged dispensing with a body whose five members got $2,000 
apiece “earned by throwing night soil at each other.” Fortunately 
their work spoke for itself. Their reports presented facts a 
reluctant public needed to know, and while doctors and sanitary 
inspectors were rarely in a position to eradicate the evils they 
described, they made an essential beginning by carrying on a 
campaign of education, underscoring the importance of accurate 


4 Nation, xvi11, 186, 202; Patriot, 18, 19 Sep, 30 Nov 1871, 18 Jan 1872; 
Rpt Sec/Int, 1872, p. 398, Ser 1560; Star, 8, 9, 13 May 1873, 8 Feb 1920. 
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vital statistics and strict enforcement of a sound sanitary code. 
By exercising such authority to quarantine as the law allowed 
them, they gradually reduced the incidence of contagious dis- 
ease. After an 18-month fight to make vaccination compulsory 
for “every man, woman and child” in the District, they halted 
a severe epidemic of small pox which was ravaging northern 
cities; that Washington was freed of it by midsummer 1873 
was a tribute to the board of health.° 

Its members were a dedicated group of men. Of the three 
physicians, Dr. William Bliss, his lean, swarthy-skinned face 
broadened by side-burns, was the best known in the profession; 
his reputation and his calm strength in the face of attack made 
him a formidable adversary. Dr. T. S. Verdi, a young homeo- 
pathic physician, did much of the leg work and wrote several 
of the board’s most telling reports; to these he contributed not 
only detailed information about existing conditions but also the 
passion of his convictions that ignorance and selfishness must 
not be permitted to interfere with the safeguarding of public 
health. John Mercer Langston, legal counsel to the board, was 
a graduate of Oberlin and, before becoming the head of the 
Howard University Law School, had served as roving inspector 
for the Freedmen’s Bureau; the touch of naive braggadocio 
which his autobiography reveals was more endearing than 
irritating. Endowed with patrician features and lighter-skinned 
than his warm friend Dr. Bliss, Langston was impressive 
looking. When the two men were attending a conference with 
eminent physicians in Boston, one of the New Englanders, 
remarking that he had heard that one of the Washingtonians 
was a Negro, turned inquiringly to them. Langston mischie- 
vously pointed to his darker complexioned companion, where- 
upon, to the confusion of their hosts, both men burst into 
laughter. Dr. Bliss, like his fellows on the board, appreciated 
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Langston’s ability, and their need of competent legal advice 
early became evident.® 

Preventive measures were from the beginning one of the 
board’s chief goals. The physicians urged reclamation along 
the river front of “the vast areas now partially submerged, and 
on receding tides giving out poisonous vegetable emanations, 
generating malaria.” They fought for public baths and wash 
houses: “Personal filth . . . and the saturation of unwashed 
undergarments are among the prolific generators of plague and 
pestilence.” They strove to organize efficient street-cleaning and 
garbage collecting services and, though the results were dis- 
appointing, at least the District cities were cleaner than in many 
years past. In an effort to end the nuisance of animals running 
loose in the streets, the board of health introduced a system of 
impounding. The first catch, to everyone’s amusement, was 
three of President Grant’s horses strayed from the White 
House stable; it cost the President $6 to redeem them. Because 
hundreds of privies still existed in Washington and Georgetown, 
disposal of night soil was a more serious problem. In 1874 a 
contract with the “Odorless Excavating Apparatus Company” 
introduced the use of suction pumps and air-tight containers 
instead of the buckets and open carts formerly employed, but 
wagons still carted the contents to the wharf at 17th Street 
below the White House and thence barges carried the load 
down the Potomac.’ : 

Although the board of health congratulated “a community 
unaccustomed to sanitary restraints” for its general conformity 
to new regulations, the public balked at the proposal to eliminate 
alley-dwellings. Dr. Verdi put the case for wiping out that 
menace, a danger “on account of its permanency; existing at all 
hours, in every part of the city, behind the palatial mansion as 
well as in front of the poor man’s hut.” He spoke of “the hundred 

6 John Mercer Langston, From Virginia Plantation to National Capitol, or 
the First and Only Negro Representative in Congress from the Old Dominion, 
pp. 298, 318-34. 
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miles or more of alleys which run through our squares, and 
which receive the filth that flows from almost every house in 
our city. They are generally badly paved and undrained and yet 
are used as the repository of all the disgusting and foul refuse 
of our dwellings . . . these alleys should not exist, and if they 
are tolerated at all, they should serve only for the transportation 
of wood, coal, or such articles as require easy access to the back 
premises of the dwellings.” Cobblestone paving was “worse 
than useless, for it allows . . . filth to be absorbed and retained 
between interstices.” Every alley should be paved with concrete, 
be supplied with a sewer, and so graded that a nightly hosing 
from hydrants in each block could flush the alley clean. Execu- 
tion of such a plan, however, meant inducing the board of 
public works to act, and the board of public works, more con- 
cerned with making a fine showing where it would be im- 
mediately visible than with cleaning up the cities’ hidden re- 
cesses, confined itself to paving with “useless” cobblestone. The 
inhabited alleys remained. “Disposal of the squalid shanties 
that line them . . . and subjecting them to the same public 
regulations as the streets and avenues” seemed unimportant to 
the community and to men on the Hill.* Not until forty years 
later would Congress belatedly heed that plea. 

In 1874, realizing that corrective legislation would be slow 
to materialize, the board of health took the unprecedented step 
of condemning 389 unsanitary buildings. The whitewashing 
that the Freedmen’s Bureau had performed in Negro quarters 
had come to an end in 1870; the numerous small tenement 
houses in which large families each occupied a room scarcely 
ten feet square had become “dens of filth,” and proceedings 
against the occupants rather than the landlords were manifestly 
futile. Washingtonians’ fright over the small pox epidemic of 
1872 probably explains their acquiescence in the revolutionary 
decree ordering the demolition of private property. At the same 
time health officers, determined to have reliable data on infant 
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mortality as a weapon with which to fight, persuaded Congress 
to enact.a.law making registration of births obligatory. Board 
reports called attention to the airlessness and dirt in which 
thousands of families had to live as one of “the constantly operat- 
ing causes which destroy our cherished offspring.” Nor did the 
federal government escape censure; at the Treasury and recently 
finished Pension Office, the “rooms are crowded with clerks and 
employees much beyond their capacity. These, for an average of 
six hours per day, breathe an atmosphere saturated with carbonic 
acid.” The top story of the Treasury was “a barbarous den for 
cattle” likely to inspire outraged protest from the Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.° The “new Washington” 
clearly was not entirely beautiful. 

Although public education evoked wider interest than sanita- 
tion, the weaknesses in the school system were still a source of 
chagrin to thoughtful citizens. Nearly 29,000 illiterates in the 
District in 1871 was indeed alarming. Yet in a community 
where taxpayers felt pinched by the special public works assess- 
ments and where the schools were eating up 38 percent of total 
revenues, Superintendent of Schools J. Ormand Wilson and the 
school board hesitated to ask the House of Delegates to increase 
the levy. Well-to-do white parents tended to side-step the 
problem by sending their children to one or another of the 
numerous good private schools in the area; in 1873 only 44 
percent of all white and about 53 percent of all colored children 
of school age in the District were enrolled in the public schools. 
By then the New England Friends Mission had closed the four 
schools it had maintained for Negroes. In Washington, con- 
tinuation of the building program begun under Mayor Wallach 
had added the Seaton, Curtis, Jefferson, and Cranch schools 
for whites, and the Sumner and Capitol Hill schools for colored, 
and still accommodations were so cramped that class enrollment 
averaged 59 pupils. When Norman Chipman, District delegate 
in the House, appealed for help in providing for the nearly 
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16,000 children receiving no schooling, Congress responded by 
giving, not the 2,500,000 acres of public land Chipman asked 
for, but part of a square on Virginia Avenue in southeast 
Washington. 

As school receipts dropped during 1873, white and colored 
trustees in desperation extended to most of the schools the half- 
day sessions already in effect in several elementary classes. The 
scheme of having half the pupils attend in the morning, the rest 
in the afternoon, doubled the load upon teachers at the very 
time a bankrupt District treasury was leaving them without 
pay. Inasmuch as voluntary attendance more than filled the 
classrooms, the truancy law passed in 1864 remained a dead 
letter, and the demand for additional elementary schools stifled 
hopes for a high school. Yet the need for more primary grade 
teachers led to the opening of a white normal school in 1873; 
the twenty candidates were selected for the year’s training 
from the most promising of the grammar school graduates.*° 

The Negro intelligentsia was disappointed and angry at the 
barring of colored students from the new normal school. When 
discussing the authorizing bill the House of Delegates amended 
the original version so as.to make the school biracial. At the 
instigation of the Negro who had taken Frederick Douglass’ 
place on the governor’s council, the upper chamber rejected the 
amendment. “The recreancy of our [Negro] representatives in 
the Council,” a group of colored citizens observed bitterly, 
killed the best possibility of breaking the wall of prejudice that 
guarded the dual school system. Leading Negroes like John F. 
Cook, Adolphus Hall, John Langston, Dr. Charles Purvis of 
the Freedmen’s Hospital, and the Douglasses, father and son, 
believed school integration essential to Negro progress and to 
building mutual understanding between the races. Proponents 
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of mixed schools may have gained adherents when the gover- 
nor’s council failed to endorse Frederick Douglass’ proposal to 
guarantee the colored schools every benefit enjoyed by the 
white, but nearly ten years of separate systems had strengthened 
the vested interest of Negro teachers in keeping the Negro 
schools independent. Furthermore, minor Negro functionaries, 
in the view of the New National Era, upheld them in order to 
curry political favor with influential whites. And without the 
solid backing of the Negro community the change could not 
take place. If a fair division of funds were assured, a consider- 
able number of colored people preferred the “separate but equal” 
arrangement. Throughout the seventies unhappily the phrase 
represented only a half-truth; the seven years of schooling avail- 
able to the intelligent Negro child left him with a far sketchier 
education than the white child could get. The Miner Fund, 
established by philanthropists in memory of Myrtilla Miner, 
enabled Howard University to open an elementary teacher train- 
ing unit, and with that the colored community had to be con- 
tent.” 

In other respects the campaign for equal rights made some 
headway. Although the House of Delegates never had more 
than five of its twenty-two seats occupied by Negroes, and the 
New National Era complained that few important appointive 
posts fell to Negroes, the governor’s council nevertheless always 
had at least two colored members, and Langston on the board 
of health, a Negro as treasurer of the District, and other colored 
men in lesser appointive jobs represented political recognition. 
Congress failed to pass two bills presented by Senator Sumner 
in 1872, one barring racial discrimination in the selection of 
teachers and the admission of children to Washington’s and 
Georgetown’s public schools, the other, anticipating most of the 
national Civil Rights Act of 1875, forbidding segregation in 
public places of entertainment, churches, and, for ultimate 
thoroughness, in cemeteries; but on the second proposal the 
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territorial legislature stepped into the breach with a District 
civil rights law. It carried further the provisions of the municipal 
ordinances passed under Mayor Bowen, and the new law applied 
to Georgetown and the county as well as Washington. It im- 
posed a $100 fine upon any hotel, restaurant, saloon, or barber 
shop that refused to serve “any respectable and well-behaved 
person regardless of color.” The police and the courts set about 
enforcing the act in the face of various attempts at evasion, 
such as barber shop and restaurant notices announcing “Hair- 
cut, $30, shampoo, $40,” or “steak, $2, ham and eggs, $3,” with 
a line of small print offering “a liberal reduction . . . to our 
regular patrons.” The famous Arlington Hotel near Lafayette 
Square faced a suit for denying a Negro a room.” 

At President Grant’s second inauguration colored congress- 
men’s wives danced at the ball alongside West Point cadets. A 
few Negroes experienced business success; the Wormley House 
owned and run by one-time slave James Wormley was con- 
sidered one of Washington’s best. Only the Congregational 
church welcomed colored parishioners, but Negro churches had 
multiplied. In June 1874 the laying of the cornerstone of St. 
Augustine’s on 15th Street above K marked the building of 
the city’s first exclusively Negro Roman Catholic church. And 
colored men registered and voted in territorial elections with 
as much freedom as whites. Not only did equal protection under 
the laws seem reasonably secure, but here and there an un- 
grudging acceptance of colored people appeared to be taking 
root. In the autumn of 1873 the Era, attributing progress to the 
presence of Congress, concluded: “Probably to a greater extent 
than elsewhere in the country is the equality of citizens in the 
matter of public rights accorded in the District of Columbia. 
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. . . Our only drawback today is in the matter of schools.”™ 

Belief that the somewhat stronger position of Negroes in the 
District derived from Congress rather than from the growth 
of racial tolerance within the local white community probably 
accounts for the apparent indifference of colored people to the 
extinction of the territory and the accompanying sacrifice of 
the local franchise. Insofar as the New National Era represented 
the thinking of enlightened Negroes, they already had come to 
look upon the territorial experiment as a substantial loss to the 
cause of self-government. In realms outside direct political con- 
trol, racial prejudice in Washington and Georgetown had di- 
minished with discouraging slowness since Washington’s mu- 
nicipal council passed the first civil rights ordinance in 1869. 
The Medical Society of the District of Columbia and the Bar 
Association still refused to admit Negro doctors and lawyers to 
membership; the space allotted to Negroes at St. Elizabeths 
indicated that anything would do for “crazy niggers”; the three 
hundred patients at Freedmen’s Hospital got inadequate care; 
the colored battalion of the District militia was still denied 
privileges accorded white units; street railway employees be- 
haved rudely to colored passengers; and, worst of all for the 
rank and file of colored working people, white merchants never 
engaged colored salesmen, and trade unions refused to accept 
Negro apprentices or to work alongside skilled Negro crafts- 
men. White people, Frederick Douglass remarked, misinter- 
preted the Negro demand for equality as meaning a determined 
effort to mingle with them on every social occasion. They never 
dreamed that Negroes, given a choice, might find their own 
society more congenial.** Colored people wanted courteous treat- 
ment, but above all they wanted a fair chance to rise in the 
economic scale. Only then would racial barriers collapse. In 
1874 that great desideratum looked quite as attainable under 
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the rule of federally appointed commissioners as under territorial 
officials. 

It is worth noting that the Era put some of the blame for the 
slowing of the Negro advance upon the younger generation of 
colored Washingtonians. James Berret of the Patriot contended 
that the relationship of white and colored people had deteriorated 
because of the invasion of newcomers from the South. “The 
native and natural colored population of this District is excellent 
in character, intelligent, and has always been respected.” Where 
there had been 14,000 Negroes in 1860, immigration had 
brought the number to 43,404 by 1870 and, Berret estimated, 
to 48,000 by September 1872; the shiftless new arrivals who 
“are eating us out of house and home,” he argued, were the 
source of all the trouble. Not so the Era. “How many sons,” 
asked the editors, “have inherited the undoubtedly good traits 
of their fathers?” The latter had always recognized the moral 
and social obligation of correcting a wrong when they had done 
one, but was it not true that now “a systematic depreciation of 
young colored men by each other has stripped them of whatever 
consideration their talents or their standing might entitle them 
to among the whites?” It was the “modesty, public spirit, and 
independence” of the older generation that had “helped to create 
the possibilities of the present day, and nothing but these traits 
of character in young colored men will save them from the 
failures begot by egotism, the guilt of selfishness, the disgrace 
of sycophancy, and the disgust which ever waits on bad 
manners.” 

Much of white society set a dubious example. The fashion 
begun with President Grant’s first inaugural “for everyone who 
entertains at all to think to outdo everyone in extravagance” 
became still more pronounced as time went on. Although a 
simplicity that included dining at five in the afternoon character- 
ized the President’s household, Governor Cooke entertained 
prodigally. “If refined taste did not prevail, the defect was 
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covered by Oriental splendor,” wrote Emily Briggs. “An official 
reception is given in mid-winter and $1500 is paid for the single 
item of roses alone.” The Olivia Letters added, “In other cities 
of the Union the mansions of the opulent and hospitable are 
thrown open because the host and hostess desire to see their 
guests. In Washington this order of things is reversed.” The 
society columns of metropolitan dailies fed “the passion for 
notoriety to be won by prodigal display.” Important public 
figures flocked to the endless succession of elaborate formal 
receptions where “were to be seen a galaxy of diamonds, with 
Mrs. Fernando Wood attached to the back of them.” In the 
early weeks of 1874. the Star, uneasy over the impending investi- 
gation of District affairs, proposed: “Let us have cheaper pleas- 
ures, and it cannot be doubted that we shall soon hear less of 
‘rings’ and deficits from the public treasury.” The new governor 
of “the Monumental city so celebrated for its lavish but tasteful 
hospitality,” was loath to accept that counsel. At the crowded 
receptions, masquerade balls, and dances held in Governor 
Shepherd’s Connecticut Avenue mansion the amiable host and 
his guests continued to exude as much satisfaction “as if no 
previous opportunity had been given to enjoy the hospitality 
of the Governor’s residence.” Only after Nellie Grant’s wedding 
at the White House in 1874 did the growing severity of the 
national business depression and mounting criticisms of the 
Grant administration check the earlier flamboyance.** 

Out of the growing distaste of old established Washington 
families for the “carpetbaggers” and newly rich people who 
indulged in most of the ostentatious display rose a phenomenon 
unknown in society of the capital since the battle over Peggy 
Eaton. The rift of the early 1870’s was different in character, 
but the immediate result was the same: a division within the 
ranks of influential people. President Jackson, Secretary of War 
Eaton, and his wife had deeply resented the snubs to which 
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moralizing ladies of the capital had subjected her; forty years 
later the group disdained by Washington blue-bloods seemed 
scarcely aware of any lack of welcome. The “parvenus,” on the 
contrary, felt themselves in command; only envy could dictate 
any aloofness on the part of those whom the book on etiquette 
prepared by Admiral Dahlgren’s widow called “the very elite.” 
There was no open feud. Mrs. Dahlgren’s “old residential 
society” simply withdrew, becoming the antecedents of the 
twentieth-century “cave-dwellers.” Although an aversion to 
northerners without distinguished backgrounds probably con- 
tributed to this split, sheer dislike of bad manners apparently 
was a greater factor; for the first generation of cave-dwellers was 
cordial to cultivated newcomers, the more so if they held govern- 
ment posts that promised to make them fixtures in the com- 
munity. Thus the dividing line fell not between government 
employees and private citizens, or between temporary and per- 
manent residents, or between affluent people and impoverished. 
Standards of behavior became the principal criterion of accept- 
ability. 

While “the political element,” in Olivia’s phrase, frequented 
the showy official receptions, old Washingtonians preferred 
evenings spent in Professor Henry’s parlors at the Smithsonian 
where young scientists and scholars recently arrived in govern- 
ment service might also be found. Friends with a literary pen- 
chant made much of the “King’s Reunions,” gatherings at 
Horatio King’s pleasant H Street house, where the host, a 
member of the Union Literary Society of the 1840’s and Post- 
master General in the last days of President Buchanan’s admin- 
istration, arranged soirees of poetry readings, original essays, 
and personal reminiscences. Pleasure in these meetings inspired 
the founding of the Washington Literary Society in 1874, its 
forty members chosen quite as much for their social as their 
literary qualifications. Certainly had Walt Whitman still lived 
in Washington, he would not have been one of “des élus des 
élus,” as a diplomat’s wife sardonically labelled the members. 
At the same time the generals, admirals, bankers, and other 
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well-to-do old residents who organized the Metropolitan Club 
were in turn selective: neither moneybags nor political power 
guaranteed a candidate membership. While some Georgetown- 
ers joined the club, political union with Washington did little 
to restore the intimate social give-and-take that had obtained 
between the two cities seventy years before. Georgetown, on the 
contrary, gradually developed her own cave-dwellers with little 
interest in the neighboring elite.*’ 

If the new social exclusiveness redeemed Washington in the 
eyes of conservative old residents, unquestionably the city’s 
growing reputation as a center of learning was more instru- 
mental in preserving her dignity in much of the country. For 
illogical as it seems, amid all the corruption and vulgarity of. 
the capital of the period, a vigorous intellectual curiosity 
flowered. To the richness and variety of this interest and the 
distinction of the men who fostered it, the roster of members 
of the Washington Philosophical Society bore testimony. 
Founded in 1871 by men intent upon exploring “the positive 
facts and laws of the physical and moral universe,” the society 
embraced virtually every field of knowledge and included not 
only government scientists, but several generals, jurists, econo- 
mists, and private citizens whose contributions were independent 
of their professions. Joseph Henry presided over the biweekly 
meetings which brought together such eminent men as Simon 
Newcomb; Chief Justice of the Supreme Court Salmon P. 
Chase; the scholarly Ainsworth Spofford, Librarian of Con- 
gress; Francis A. Walker, who, in directing the federal census 
of 1880, would make it a compendium of American scientific 
knowledge; James Ormond Wilson, superintendent of Wash- 
ington’s public schools; the bibliophile Dr. Joseph Toner; and, 
perhaps most surprising of all, in view of his lowly place in the 
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governmental hierarchy, Lester Frank Ward whose penetrating 
mind was already evolving a system for applying science, “the 
great iconoclast,” to a planned human society. The meetings 
were anything but perfunctory, and the publications of the 
Philosophical Society spread its fame into communities that 
despised Washington’s political life.** 

The local universities played a minor role in these develop- 
ments. Howard University was still little more than a prepara- 
tory school. The faculty of the new National University founded 
in 1869 was made up largely of practicing lawyers and physi- 
cians who taught part-time, usually in the evening, and who 
had no time or inclination to encourage students in independent 
research. Georgetown, though beginning to win recognition for 
its work in seismology, was still first of all a seminary for 
training men for the priesthood. Although a gift of $85,000 
from W. W. Corcoran to Columbian College in 1872 enabled 
it to expand into Columbian University, in 1874 the broadened 
curriculum was just going into effect. Widespread opposition 
spearheaded by President Eliot of Harvard killed the proposals 
of 1872 and 1873 to revive the long-buried plan of a federally 
financed national university.*° Then as later, the principal 
stimulus to original research sprang not from Washington’s 
academic institutions but from the Smithsonian and the new 
scientific bureaus of the federal government. 

Those sources were enough to put Washington into the front 
ranks of American science. In 1871, when anxiety about the 
decline of the American fisheries led Congress to establish a 
Fish Commission, Spencer Baird persuaded the legislators to 
provide for the appointment of a competent scientist to study 
the feeding habits of fish and when and where they spawned. 
Since the assignment carried no salary, Baird himself under- 
took the task, and, as it assumed the proportions of a careful 
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ecological study of ocean life, he enlisted the assistance of 
younger men eager to work under him even without pay. So 
G. Brown Goode, a gifted young ichthyologist, joined the 
Smithsonian staff in 1873 to begin a career scarcely less notable 
than that of Baird and Henry. The year 1871 also brought 
European-trained Cleveland Abbe to Washington to carry 
further the meteorological studies Joseph Henry had advocated 
and Colonel Myer of the Signal Corps had initiated. A wispy- 
looking young man, almost timid in his bearing, Abbe in the 
years ahead was destined to make the Weather Bureau a valu- 
able government institution, its practical uses unquestioned, 
and its scientific findings respected throughout the world. Mean- 
while Dr. Joseph J. Woodward, in the process of completing 
the first two volumes of the Medical and Surgical History of 
the War of the Rebellion, was turning the Army Medical 
Museum into a center of experimentation in methods and equip- 
ment for photomicrography; the techniques later applied by 
General George Sternberg to micro-organisms would enable 
Major Walter Reed and other army bacteriologists to defeat 
the dreaded killer, yellow fever. At the Naval Observatory the 
powerful 26-inch telescope installed in 1873 was increasing the 
range of astronomical research, and Simon Newcomb was 
gathering about him an exceptionally able staff. Government 
support, to be sure, could be fickle. When President Eliot 
invited Newcomb to become director of the Harvard Observa- 
tory, Secretary of the Navy Robeson urged the astronomer to 
accept, because “a scientific man here has no future before him.” 
Newcomb, however, declined the offer, partly out of patriotism, 
but also for professional reasons: the Harvard Observatory, he 
wrote, “was poor in means, meagre in its instrumental outfit, 
and wanting in working assistants. . . . There seemed little 
prospect of doing much.” Newcomb’s wife, a granddaughter of 
Rudolph Hassler, strengthened his ties to Washington.” 

In 1873, moreover, preparations were afoot to establish a new 

20 Dupree, Science in the Federal Government, pp. 184-87, 189, 236-37, 
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government bureau to direct geological surveys. Army expedi- 
tions exploring to find the best railroad routes to the west coast 
were no longer necessary, but the Chief of Engineers had sent 
Clarence King, a brilliant young graduate of the Sheffield 
Scientific School, to conduct a survey in 1867 along the fortieth 
parallel from California to Colorado, and King’s report whetted 
interest in the region; government funds during the next three 
years had supplied backing for three or four other scientific 
expeditions including John Wesley Powell’s “Geographical and 
Topographical Survey of the Colorado River of the West.” 
When Powell came to Washington in the autumn of 1873, his 
fame had preceded him. A red-headed giant who had lost an 
arm at Shiloh, the former major had traversed the length of 
the Colorado river by boat through the Grand Canyon in 1869 
in one of the most daring exploits in nineteenth-century Ameri- 
can history. In 1874 he became head of the newly established 
United States Geological Survey of the Rocky Mountain Region. 
His intense interest in American Indian civilization would in 
time make him also one of the country’s first cultural anthro- 
pologists. In giving up his professorship at the Illinois State 
Normal University and moving to Washington before a per- 
manent government post was assured him, Powell bore mute 
testimony to the importance of the federal government to the 
cause of science.” Indeed his move is an ironic indication, as one 
historian has noted, that despite all the chicanery and shallow- 
ness to be found in the capital of the early 1870’s “Washington 
was beginning to be in fact the cultural and scientific center 
that the old Columbian Institute had hoped to create.”” 
Sculptors and painters were less certain about what the “new 
Washington” might open up, but the portents were not dis- 
couraging. In 1873 a first Civil War memorial, a statue of 
General John Rawlins, was placed on Pennsylvania Avenue at 
9th Street. The next year Henry Kirk Brown’s equestrian 
bronze of General Winfield Scott cast from cannon captured 


*1 Dupree, Science in the Federal Government, pp. 195-201; W. C. Darrah, 
Powell of the Colorado, pp. 92-93, 205. 
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in the Mexican War was unveiled in Scott Circle, then virtually 
on the city’s fringes at Massachusetts Avenue and 16th Street. 
No one would point out for another eighty-five years that the 
sculptor had endowed the General’s beloved stallion with the 
characteristics of a mare. That the piece was not great art was 
beside the point; more significant were the multiplying com- 
missions for other statues of national heroes. Having made a 
name for herself by executing a life-size statue of Abraham 
Lincoln, Vinnie Ream, now the wife of Engineer Lieutenant 
Hoxie, opened a studio facing the square where her bronze of 
Admiral Farragut would later stand. Visitors to the Corcoran 
Gallery of Art meanwhile looked at Hiram Powers’ “Greek 
Slave” with curiosity, if not with critical judgment; some prob- 
ably shared the sentiments of the managers of the Crystal 
Palace, who had installed a curtain to draw around the statue’s 
marble nakedness whenever Queen Victoria attended the exhibi- 
tion. The Corcoran trustees were not yet ready to allow aspiring 
young painters to set up their easels in the gallery in order to 
teach themselves by copying, but they could study carefully the 
masterpieces on view there. Inasmuch as the Smithsonian had 
deposited in the gallery on an indefinite loan most of the pictures 
that had escaped the fire at the National Museum in 1865, the 
Corcoran collection was now fairly extensive; the rest of the 
Smithsonian pictures went to the Library of Congress. In 1873 
four hundred memorialists petitioned Congress to endow a 
national academy of art and erect a million-dollar building for 
it in Washington, for “such a school . . . would soon call forth 
the latent artistic talent of our country.”” 

Progress in enlarging the scope of the amenities was uneven 
at best. Under the weight of the country-wide depression, plans 
for a municipal opera house collapsed along with hopes for a 
national academy of art. While the Star consoled painters by 
pointing to the “many notably fine small private galleries here, 
a large number of lovers of art and many more than is generally 

23S. J. Kauffmann, “Equestrian Statuary in Washington,” CHS Rec, v, 
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supposed who draw and paint well as amateurs,” musicians felt 
the handicap of having no proper auditorium. Professional per- 
formers still had to depend upon the Willard Hotel ballroom, 
Carusi’s Assembly Rooms, the newer Lincoln Hall, or one of 
the theatres, always provided that popular plays like Bret 
Harte’s Two Men of Sandy Bar or that perennial favorite, Rip 
Van Winkle with “Joe” Jefferson in the lead, had not pre- 
empted the National Theatre or Wall’s Opera House. The 
burgeoning choral societies generally gave their concerts in one 
of the churches. In architecture ponderousness and over-elabora- 
tion of detail replaced proportion. While a certain number of 
expensive, high-shouldered, red-brick Victorian mansions had 
gone up, the new samples of domestic architecture showed none 
of the grace of earlier houses, and the exterior of the one new 
public structure, the still unfinished State, War, and Navy 
building, would lead Henry Adams to call it “the architectural 
infant asylum next to the White House.” Still Washingtonians 
had some reason to feel that the arts, like the sciences, were 
taking firmer root in the city than the local political furor had 
seemed likely to permit. 

Looking back at the immediate past, in the summer of 1874 
the community by and large settled back to accept in an equable 
spirit whatever might come next. The prevailing attitude was 
that whatever difficulties the future might bring, they would 
be no worse than those Washingtonians had weathered during 
the preceding thirteen years. Now that the federal government 
was taking charge of local affairs, private citizens were free of 
worrisome political responsibility. The delights of the city 
would remain. Much of the engaging quality of the ante-bellum 
capital had somehow endured, a place where “’twas the aim 
of all the residents to live on poker, punch and presidents.””® 
And now the indications pointed to a Washington, adorned 
with splendid buildings and national monuments set in care- 
fully landscaped, well-tended grounds, emerging as a true 
national city, an epitome of the best of American civilization. 


24 Star, 18 Feb 1875; Adams, The Education of Henry Adams, p. 253. 
25 Nicolay, Sixty Years of the Literary Society, Daud 


382 


CHAPTER (XVI 
THE EMERGENCE OF A NATIONAL CITY 


Z WASHINGTONIANS after 1800 had thought of 
CGR themselves as residents of a national city. Other 
YS Americans, including a majority of members of the 

first forty-four congresses, had not. At times senators and repre- 
sentatives had paid lip-service to the concept; and in authorizing 
new public buildings to replace those destroyed by the British 
during the War of 1812 they had revealed a readiness to give 
reality to the idea. Gradually, however, the idea had faded, 
recapturing a slight bloom in the late 1840’s with the founding 
of the Smithsonian Institution, and then withering during the 
period antecedent to the irrepressible conflict, the war, and its 
aftermath. In that interval Washington had become a focus of 
northern antagonisms, more nearly an embodiment of the enemy 
than the city that represented national ideals and strength. The 
community again and again had endeavored to build up a vigor- 
ous economy able to survive without federal patronage, only 
each time to encounter frustration or disaster. For nearly three 
quarters of a century Washington had had neither recognized 
standing as an independent American municipality nor any 
whole-hearted acceptance as a capital for whose well-being the 
entire nation was concerned. Now that Congress was taking full 
control, the city, already visibly improved by Alexander Shep- 
herd’s work, might at last look forward to assuming the honored 
place her eighteenth-century founders had intended. 

The contentment born of such hopeful, albeit still vague, 
notions unhappily was shaken by the deepening of the depres- 
sion that had come in the wake of the panic of 1873. The federal 
payroll and an appropriation of $75,000 for the back wages of 
laborers whom the board of public works had not paid tempered 
distress in Washington during the last half of 1874, but a 
drastic reduction in the number of District jobs, followed by a 
cut in laborers’ wages to a dollar a day, left hundreds of families 
in want by the summer of 1875. The Navy Yard had curtailed 
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operations—there was talk of closing it altogether—and the 
Treasury had dismissed 400 employees. A brief flurry of strikes 
proved as useless as the series of clerks’ advertisements offering 
a hundred dollars for a government post. The next year, after 
lengthening office hours from six to seven a day, the executive 
departments sliced the number of clerkships. The shutting down 
of the Bureau of Engraving brought 700 women to “the ragged 
edge of starvation,” most of them too impoverished to journey 
home to their own states. Although the District commissioners 
pointed out that over 1,100 new buildings had gone up in 
Washington and Georgetown within the year and that crowds 
of visitors to the Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia had 
stopped off in Washington to see the sights, people who had 
expected the federal government to make the capital as depres- 
sion-proof as in 1837 and 1857 were discouraged.* 

Worse lay ahead. During the next winter beggars and tramps 
swarmed into the District. The citizens’ committee in charge of 
dispensing relief reported funds nearly exhausted in January 
and an average of 300 applications for help coming in daily. 
No one dared guess at the number of families who, unwilling 
to have their neighbors know of their poverty, were starving in 
quiet gentility. Necessities had always been notoriously high in 
Washington. Bread rose in price from six to seven cents a loaf. 
When spring appeared to bring an upturn in business to other 
sections of the country, it was “not very satisfactory to the 
people of non-commercial cities like Washington, as it simply 
amounts to a speculative rise in the price of provisions without 
supplying any additional occupation or increase in wages to 
enable the poor or unemployed to pay the increased price.” 
The District commissioners, their hands tied by a new law 
making it a penal offense to increase the District debt, eventually 
got permission to borrow from the United States Treasury in 
anticipation of taxes, but the lengthening relief rolls were alarm- 

1 Star, 7 May, 7 Jun, 10, 21 Jul, 1 Nov, 6 Dec 1875, 26 Feb, 20 Sep 
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ing. While bank failures all but wiped out the funds of several 
charitable-organizations, individuals who had long been main- 
stays of local philanthropy were themselves in financial straits. 
The closing of the Freedmen’s Bank swept away the savings of 
hundreds of colored families. In speaking for a bill to provide 
$20,000 for the destitute, Representative Adlai Stevenson of 
Illinois testified to the “absolute starvation in this city,” where 
suffering was acute “not only among the laboring classes, but 
among people who have never known penury until now.” Con- 
gress voted the $20,000.? 

The year 1877 was grim throughout the United States. 
Hungry men looking for work walked the city streets and the 
country lanes. That summer the most violent labor revolt the 
nation had ever known swept across the continent from the 
freight yards in Baltimore to San Francisco; and sympathetic 
strikes in a dozen industries followed upon the railroad strike. 
Washington had no industrial proletariat, but neither had her 
working classes reason to hope for prompt easing of pressures 
when industry and commerce elsewhere revived. The $20,000 
from Congress constituted only a stopgap. Talk of developing 
the water power of the Potomac to bring factories to the area 
had stopped altogether, and plans for improving the harbor 
facilities to stimulate commerce dimmed to shadow.* During the 
tense weeks of the national railroad strike the lack of open 
violence in the District of Columbia appeared to be due not to 
better conditions here than elsewhere but to the despairing con- 
viction of workingmen that action would not improve their lot. 

In the upper brackets of society, however, where hunger was 
generally a word rather than a gnawing reality, faith in a make- 
work policy slowly strengthened. In the fall of 1877 a newly 
appointed District commissioner, Thomas B. Bryan, a Chicago 


319 Stat. 211; ptns, H43A-B12, 25 Feb 1876, S44A-H8, 4 Aug 1876; 
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lawyer and real estate dealer, called a citizens’ mass meeting to 
discuss ways and means of launching a Labor Exchange. His 
threefold proposal called, first, for shipping some of the un- 
employed out of the District to sections of the country that 
needed workmen, second, for opening a kind of public pawn- 
shop where people could get an advance on their “jewelry” 
without paying interest, and, third, a public works program. 
Enthusiastic endorsers of his plan shut their eyes to the fact 
that labor surpluses apparently existed in every part of the 
United States; no one remarked on the resemblance of the loans 
on jewels to Marie Antoinette’s nostrum; and optimists forgot 
that public works would need congressional approval. The Star 
cheerfully remarked that the first people the Exchange would 
send out of the area would be “the plantation hands who came 
here during the war . . . found employment to some extent 
while the extensive system of public works was going on, but 
who are now stranded here.”® The scheme did not work that 
way. The committee in charge reported that the applicants for . 
jobs were “noble fellows . . . and should be encouraged,” but 
by the spring of 1878 a thousand of them were ready to accept 
wages of 50¢ a day in a city where only five years before the 
legal minimum had been set at $1.50. Fortunately Congress 
appropriated $15,000 for draining and filling the swampy land 
south of the Capitol along the line of the old canal, part of the 
stretch that in the 1950’s would cause a three-year delay in 
erecting the third office building for the House of Representa- 
tives. The $15,000, together with $5,000 for medical care of 
the poor, $1,500 for a “Penny Lunch House,” and the wages 
paid out by landlords who were able to undertake repairs while 
prices were low, sufficed to tide the community over the last 
year of the long depression.° 

The three District commissioners from start to finish were 
more intent upon satisfying the President and Congress than 
oP 9 Aug, 3, 6, 7, 15 Sep, 3 Oct 1877; Chronicle, 2, 16 Sep, 23 Dec 
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upon catering to local opinion. With the possible exception of 
Thomas Bryan, they were remote figures to all but a handful 
of Washingtonians. Strangers to the city, they approached their 
duties in much the spirit of eighteenth-century colonial gover- 
nors. Warmth of feeling for the community apparently never 
entered into their decisions, and delegations of citizens did not 
seek out officials who looked upon them primarily as recipients 
of congressional justice. Former civic leaders dropped out of 
public view, and municipal administration became impersonal 
as never before. But because strict economy was clearly essential 
if the public finances were to regain stability, most citizens, 
other than those struck from the District payroll or faced with 
severe wage and salary cuts, accepted the commissioners’ initial 
rulings without demur.’ 

School administration was among the first to receive an over- 
hauling. Instead of perpetuating four separate school boards, 
one for Washington’s white schools, a second for Georgetown’s, 
a third for the colored schools of both cities, and a fourth for 
all public schools in the county, the commissioners established 
a single body made up of 11 trustees from Washington, 5 from 
the county, and 3 from Georgetown, 5 of the 19 members 
Negroes. The administrative simplification did not resolve the 
problem of educating nearly 19,000 children in 274 rooms with 
a staff of 262 teachers. The perennial shortage of funds neces- 
sitated additional half-day sessions, reduction of the school year 
from ten months to eight, and a continued disregard of truancy 
that left several thousand children without any schooling. Con- 
gressional largesse extended to giving the school system a public 
square in Washington and lending the trustees $75,000, but 
neither Congress, the commissioners, nor the school board con- 
sidered the economies obtainable by combining the white and 
colored schools into a unitary system. Although radicals on the 
central Republican committee of the District of Columbia 
drafted a platform in 1876 which emphatically condemned 
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separate schools, by 1878 Negro leaders themselves had aban- 
doned attempts to reopen that question.° 

The two school superintendents made their annual reports as 
cheerful as truth would permit. James Ormand Wilson pointed 
out in 1877 that 78 teachers of the 209 in the white schools now 
had some normal school training; he did not mention that most 
of the rest had at best a grammar school education and some 
owed their $400 a year jobs purely to politically powerful 
friends. He bluntly stated, however, that the educational ladder 
was “not only too narrow but too short for its purpose. Both 
ends should be extended. The Kindergarten should be added 
below and the High School above.” The lack of a high school 
was a specially sore point among parents. George F. Cook was 
equally troubled. The colored schools had accommodations for 
about 5,800 out of nearly 10,000 Negro children. His chief 
source of satisfaction lay in an arrangement concluded in 1877 
whereby the trustees of the Miner Fund agreed to use the in- 
come for a colored normal school or a high school.® 

The commissioners wisely left the board of health to its own 
devices for several years. “The first real impetus given to the 
question of sanitary reform and inviting physicians and scien- 
tists of all sections of the country to form cooperative associa- 
tions for this purpose,” boasted the Chronicle truthfully, “origi- 
nated in this city, and was suggested by the success of our 
Board of Health.” In 1875 representatives of the recently organ- 
ized American Public Health Association and a delegation from 
Imperial Tokyo visited Washington to observe the methods in 
use here. Those still included the demolition of several hundred 
unsanitary dwellings and the painstaking assembly of vital 

8 Chronicle, 12 Sep 1875; Comrs Rpts, 1874, pp. 19, 105-107, 1875, pp. 
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statistics. Reluctant public acquiescence in the continuing con- 
demnation proceedings indeed probably sprang from the shock 
of learning that half the deaths in the District were among 
children under five years of age and that Negro mortality stood 
at 48.95 per thousand, considerably higher than the colored 
birth rate; the white death rate was 19.34 per thousand. Yet 
latent hostility and obstructive indifference to the health officers’ 
program increased. Owners of slaughter houses fought the 
board’s repeated recommendation that abattoirs be prohibited 
within the cities’ limits, landlords of dilapidated tenements 
evaded compliance with the sanitary code, criticisms in Congress 
halted a year’s appropriations for free medical treatment of the 
poor, and spreading resentment of regulation inspired the com- 
missioners in 1877 to slice the public health budget.*° Manifestly 
an efficient public health service would not be allowed to endure 
long. 

The commissioners gave most of their attention to complet- 
ing the unfinished jobs of the territorial board of public works. 
The police force came in for some censure when President 
Grant protested at the frequent “gross violations of law,” al- 
though an examination of the misdemeanors that landed culprits 
in the workhouse suggested a severe, rigidly enforced legal 
code: in a single year 731 people committed for disorderly 
conduct, 309 for profanity, 33 for indecent exposure—under- 
standable in a Washington summer—6 for “fast driving,” 4 for 
obstructing sidewalks, 3 for cruelty to animals, and 1 for play- 
ing ball in the streets. That a large part of the offenders arrested 
were colored was evidently taken for granted.** Police routines 
seemed less important than laying the final stretches of un- 
finished sewer lines and replacing the rotting wooden pavements 
in various parts of the city, while accountants in the Treasury 
straightened out the fiscal tangle left by Alexander Shepherd 
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and his underlings. Eighteen months after Lieutenant Richard 
Hoxie of the Army Engineer Corps had begun the thankless 
job of connecting sewer mains and macadamizing streets which 
had been paved only two years before, a storm broke out on the 
Hill. Congress learned that the street department had spent 
nearly a quarter million dollars on repairs in a single year and, 
under a system known as “extension of Board contracts,” let to 
private firms of doubtful competence contracts totalling $4,236,- 
000. Over a million dollars of that sum was for work not author- 
ized by law. No amount of explaining lessened congressional 
wrath. Outraged members of the House took tentative and ulti- 
mately useless steps to sue the commissioners and in the interim 
forbade the issue of additional 3.65 percent interest-bearing 
bonds which were to have paid the bills. According to one 
computation, the commissioners, so far from having reduced 
the District debt, had increased it by $5,200,000.” 

Taxpayers were alarmed. By congressional mandate in 1873 
the assessors had abandoned the custom recognized elsewhere 
of assessing at a half to a third the market value of property 
and now put full valuation upon it. But as real estate prices had 
dropped sharply after the panic, the comptroller declared assess- 
ments “greatly in excess of prices at which property is sold.” As 
incomes shrank during the depression, tax delinquence rose.* 
Congress in wiping out local self-government had pledged that 
the federal Treasury would not only underwrite the 3.65 bonds 
but assume a “just proportion” of ordinary District expenses. 
Time had passed, and what represented a just proportion re- 
mained unsettled. “Taxpayers,” wrote one observer, “certainly 
get rough treatment at the hands of Congress. That body 
assumes sole control over the District, and in the exercise of that 
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control, and through officers of its own appointment, incurs an 
enormous ‘indebtedness for District improvements. Then it turns 
around and repudiates the assumption of any portion of this 
indebtedness, and declares that the government shall pay no 
tax on the sixty-six millions of real and personal property . . . it 
owns in this District.”** As people recognized the possibility 
that a future congress might refuse to pay the interest on bonds 
guaranteed by an earlier congress, taxpayers became obsessed 
with the urgency of persuading the federal government to act 
upon its financial responsibilities to the federal District. 

In June 1874 the House Judiciary Committee, reiterating the 
thesis of the Southard report of 1835, had recommended that 
the federal Treasury pay 50 percent of the annual costs of run- 
ning the District. The 44th Congress, like the 43rd, agreed that 
national funds should help maintain the national capital, but 
acceptance of that principle failed to create agreement about 
how to apply it. If federal money were to help pay the bills, 
federal officials must have control. What form of control and 
what share of the cost was a two-headed hydra. For the time 
being, each Congress voted some money for the District’s yearly 
budget but on no exact predetermined basis. Plan after plan 
for a permanent scheme of local government took shape on 
paper, only one after the other to be shoved to one side without 
discussion or to be picked apart, amended, and then tabled. In 
1876 when a joint House and Senate committee proposed that 
appointed commissioners take permanent charge of every mu- 
nicipal function from police and fire protection to health super- 
vision and public education, with the federal government should- 
ering 40 percent of the cost, Senator George Spencer of Ala- 
bama filed a minority report against the “tyranny” that the 
arrangement would establish: “The people retire from legal 
consideration but not from legal responsibility. . . . The com- 
missioners constitute the municipality less its obligations.”” 

14 Star, 27 Jun 1876. 
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But, as Augustus Woodward had foretold 75 years before, the 
mingling on the floor of Congress of “great and small concerns” 
meant disregard of the latter. The bill fell by the wayside 
amidst the furor over the disputed election of 1876. 

New York newspaper correspondents described Washington 
in late November 1876 as “in a state of excitement unparalleled 
since Sumter was fired on in ’61.” The local press pooh-poohed 
the “false and exaggerated reports,” but President Grant’s 
ordering of 450 army regulars to the capital evidently persuaded 
some people that he was planning a “Man on Horseback” coup. 
Not until March 2, 1877, did the electoral commission announce 
Rutherford Hayes’ election by a 7 to 6 vote. By then members 
of the expiring Congress had time only to join in hasty prepara- 
tions for the inauguration or for immediate departure for home.** 

Once “old 7 to 6,” as Democrats dubbed President Hayes, 
had taken office, few informed Washingtonians expected a 
return of the local franchise to a community one-third Negro in 
make-up. For Hayes, while pledged to the protection of colored 
men, was also committed to the reconciliation of southern 
whites. Furthermore, the “Stalwarts,” the rump of radical Re- 
publicanism that had formerly insisted upon Negro suffrage in 
the city, no longer controlled the party; despite the bungling 
mismanagement of which the commissioners had clearly been 
guilty, it seemed unlikely that the 45th Congress would be 
swayed by racial arguments into restoring “Home Rule.” When 
at last in early 1878 debate opened in House and Senate on a 
bill to settle the question of local government, neither chamber 
considered conducting a referendum within the District, as 
Senator Oliver Morton had once urged. Members of both 
houses felt sure they knew what the community wanted or at 
least what it ought to want. 

What District residents wanted varied from class to class 
and from individual to individual. In 1877 a Committee of One 
Hundred, the first of a long succession of such groups, organ- 
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Chicago, 1951, Mcf. L.C.). 
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ized to beg first of all for an equal division of District expenses 
between the federal government and local taxpayers and, second, 
for commission rule with no elective offices. Bankers, brokers, 
doctors, lawyers, merchant-chiefs, if not the butchers, the 
bakers, or the candlestick-makers, endorsed the plea. Their de- 
sire to perpetuate disenfranchisement obviously stemmed from 
their fear lest a return of suffrage put them at the mercy of a 
property-less majority fortified by ignorant irresponsible Ne- 
groes.*’ While the Star contended that “the peaceable, law-abid- 
ing portion of our citizens” was surfeited with “the disgraceful 
scenes attending ‘Elections’ regulated by ‘Murder Bay,’” John 
Forney declared in the Chronicle that the innuendoes directed at 
Negro voters were wholly unwarranted: “Whatever corruption 
the ‘Feather Dusters’ and ‘Murder Bay slums’ perpetrated . . . 
was not as much of their origination as the Executive-appointed 
power behind, and had the taxpayers been allowed a voice in 
its selection the territorial form of government might probably 
still be in existence.” The experience with appointed commis- 
sioners, he argued, should prove to every taxpayer the cost of 
having no say about local administration.** Some leading Ne- 
groes and a great many white workingmen supported that view. 
In the end the factor that probably carried greatest weight 
among influential people and partly reconciled even dissidents 
to a permanent loss of home rule was the realization that Con- 
gress would never agree to share expenses unless it could also 
maintain direct supervision of the local government.” 

The act that took effect in June 1878 compensated for “taxa- 

117C, Vann Woodward, Reunion and Reaction, p. 24; ptn, Committee of 
100, 9 Oct 1877, Folder, Bowen Mss. 

18 Star, 13 Apr 1876; Chronicle, 3 Feb 1878; ptns, S43A-H8, B85, 12 
Dec 1874, 8 Feb 1875, S44A-H8, n.d., and 2 Oct 1876, H44A-D1, B12, 
13 Nov 1876, and H45A-D1, B14, n.d.; Sentinel, 7 Apr 1877. From No- 
vember 1874 until June 1878 the Star, the Chronicle, and the Sentinel 
repeatedly carried editorials, letters and articles on the suffrage question, the 
Star against, the other two papers generally for a return of the franchise. 

19 A. M. Green to S. J. Bowen, 19 Jan 1876, and enclosure, Addison Dent 
to Bowen, 19 Mar 1877, Bowen to George Holmes, Chrm Republican Central 


Committee, D.C., 20 Mar 1877, Robert Christy to Bowen, 16 Apr 1817 and 
enclosure, Bowen Mss. See also petitions listed in n. 18. 
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tion without representation” by pledging the United States 
government to meet half the District’s annual budget, including 
interest on the 3.65 bonds. The 50 percent figure was based 
largely upon a recent appraisal that put the value of federal 
property at $95,000,000 and of privately owned real estate at 
$96,000,000. Congressman Hendee of Vermont explained that 
the financial provision and the denial of local suffrage amounted 
to a bargain struck: “When any appropriation is made on any 
tax levied, the citizens of the District have no voice in the 
matter; and so... . it seems very proper that .. . the United 
States should come forward and agree . . . that it will pay its 
share of the expenses of this government and the interest upon 
this debt.” The new law forbade an increase in the debt, fixed 
the tax rate at its existing level, required congressional approval 
of every entry in a detailed annual budget and express author- 
ization from Congress of every contract of more than $1,000 for 
public works, and set up an elaborate system of checks and 
double-checks to safeguard against any repetition of the casual 
methods of handling public money that had prevailed under the 
board of public works and the commissioners who succeeded 
territorial officials. A section of the act limited the President’s 
choice of two of the three commissioners to civilians who had 
had three years of continuous local residence, a provision that 
would prevent the community’s being again saddled with 
strangers and inept defeated congressmen. The third commis- 
Sioner was to be an officer of the Army Engineer Corps. Re- 
sponsibility for the sinking fund was vested in the Treasurer of 
the United States. The judicial system remained as before, with 
the President appointing the justices of the District Supreme 
Court and the Chief Justice naming all lesser court officials. The 
commissioners might recommend needed changes in legislation 
and were to submit a full report annually to Congress.”° Insofar 
as a statute could ensure honest, economical public administra- 
tion, the new organic act of 1878 promised to supply it. 

At the same time the new law gave three men autocratic 


20 20 Stat. 102-108. 
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power over many phases of municipal life. Elimination of the 
Metropolitan Police Board and the board of health put the 
commissioners in direct control of police protection and public 
sanitation. Their authority to appoint police officials, like their 
continued right to select the nineteen nonsalaried members of 
the school board, aroused no opposition, but dispensing with the 
board of health had been fiercely contested. The seven-year-old 
system came under attack as costly and “inquisitorial”: sanitary 
inspectors invaded the privacy of the home, and summary con- 
demnations of unsanitary private property ignored the “due 
process” clause of the Constitution. Senator Windom of Minne- 
sota silenced the talk of extravagance by comparing the results 
Washington’s program had achieved at a fourth the cost with 
those of the less adequate services furnished in Baltimore, but 
his eloquent defense was unable to save the board.** Hencefor- 
ward a single health officer, a physician to be appointed by the 
commissioners, was to carry on with a small staff and a sharply 
curtailed budget. In enforcing health regulations and collecting 
vital statistics, his every move was to be subject to the approval 
of the three nonmedical men in the commissioners’ office. 

If the new order thus created was disappointing in some 
particulars, articulate Washingtonians nevertheless appear to 
have judged it better than they had dared expect. During the 
preceding four years a good many residents, feeling helpless to 
affect the course of events, had resigned themselves to arbitrary 
rule. And people not desperately pinched financially found that 
life was none the less pleasant. Social affairs in fact were rather 
more agreeable than when parvenus, some of them now kept at 
home by business reverses, had overrun the capital; of those still 
on hand, a number took to the study of one of the multiplying 
books on Washington etiquette. Large receptions were still the 
standard vehicle of official hospitality, a scheme perhaps born 
of discovering it “the easiest way to give the greatest possible 
number of people the least possible pleasure”; but the “beau 
monde” divided the weekly calendar during the season so that 


21 Cong Rec, 45C, 2S, pp. 1926, 3789-90, 8818-24. 
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Cabinet wives received on Wednesdays, senators’ wives on 
Thursdays, wives of Supreme Court justices on Fridays, the 
White House on Saturdays. 

President Grant, never given to much formality, occasionally 
startled European diplomats by the casualness of the reception 
he accorded them. Like “Toujours Gai” making his first call 
upon Jefferson, the young Danish minister came in for a shock 
at the White House when, decked out in his dress uniform, 
complete with diamond-studded decorations, he had driven to 
the door, there to be greeted by a shirt-sleeved colored man who, 
while shrugging himself into a coat, affably invited the minister 
to “come right in, Sah.” He had then cooled his heels for twenty 
minutes before he was ushered into a reception room to face a 
President fresh from a walk and dressed in a mud-spattered 
gray suit and Secretary of State Hamilton Fish scarcely more 
punctiliously attired. The flustered baron presented his creden- 
tials, listened to Secretary Fish read out a brief acknowledg- 
ment and remark on the nice weather, and then the astonished 
young man found himself in the hall again. Yet as time went 
on, Baron Hegermann-Lindencrone and his Boston-born wife 
came to enjoy Washington enormously. In 1877 the new First 
Lady, a pillar of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, 
quickly earned the name “Lemonade Lucy”; even at state din- 
ners, Secretary of State William Evarts later remarked, “water 
flowed at the White House like champagne.” Little by little the 
tarnishing gilded age yielded to a more cultivated, simpler era 
in which small teas, intimate dinner parties, and evenings of 
music, readings, or conversation formed the backbone of social 
intercourse between friends. The Washington that Henry James 
a quarter of a century later would call the “city of conversation” 
was emerging at the end of the 1870's.” 

Symptomatic of this change was President Hayes’ attendance 
as guest of honor at a dinner of the recently formed Yale Club 

22 Lillie Hegermann-Lindencrone, The Sunny Side of Diplomatic Life, p. 


56; Poore, Reminiscences, 11, 347; Marian Gouverneur, As I Remember, 
pp. 382-83; and numerous entries in the Star, 1876-78. 
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of Washington. Having announced in advance that he must 
leave at ten o’clock, the President so enjoyed the warm fellow- 
ship of the occasion that he stayed till two in the morning. For 
young people waltzing was still the profession, but the gay 
“Bachelors’ Germans” held three or four times every winter 
were less showy affairs than the ostentatious balls of the late 
1860’s. Pretentiousness did not wholly disappear. When Lillie 
Greenough Hegermann-Lindencrone attended her first meeting 
of the Literary Society, the topic for the evening’s discussion, 
she wrote her mother, was “The Metamorphosis of Negative 
Matter”; while Mrs. Dahlgren, “who as president sat in a com- 
fortable chair with arms to it,” called for comments, the baron- 
ess, impaled upon a cane-bottomed chair, thought agonizedly of 
the consequences for her blue velvet gown and felt the evening 
only partly redeemed by the introduction of positive matter in 
the form of scalloped oysters and chicken salad. No one, on the 
other hand, privileged to frequent the newly formed Cosmos 
Club found the talk there either trivial or boring. Organized in 
John Wesley Powell’s parlor in 1878, the Cosmos Club brought 
together scientists, men of letters, and artists in a group as 
diverting and as distinguished as could be assembled anywhere 
in the United States.” 

In 1874 George Bancroft, after twenty-five years’ absence, 
returned to Washington to revise his six-volume History of the 
United States, to write his History of the Formation of the Con- 
stitution and his biography of Van Buren, and to grow Ameri- 
can Beauty roses in the garden of his house on H Street facing 
Lafayette Square. Three years later Henry Adams abandoned 
Cambridge for the capital, partly to write history and, as it 
happened, novels, and partly because he decided that “as far 
as he had a function in life, it was as stable-companion to states- 
men.” At the Corcoran Gallery, where hesitant trustees had 
agreed to permit people to copy as well as look at the pictures, 
Eliphalet Andrews, a Washington artist of some local renown, 


23 Simon Newcomb, Reminiscences of An Astronomer, pp. 241-42; Heger- 
mann-Lindencrone, Sunny Side of Diplomatic Life, pp. 16-17. 
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had begun to offer inexperienced painters suggestions during 
his frequent visits; from this voluntary association would come 
the Corcoran School of Art in the 1880’s. Meanwhile a new 
Washington Art League engaged five or six professional paint- 
ers to teach beginners.” 

At the same time sculptors were attaining recognition. Some 
of it traced back to a congressional decision of 1864 to turn the 
one-time chamber of the House of Representatives at the Capitol 
into Statuary Hall in which each state of the Union might place 
the effigies of two of its famous native sons. In the 1840’s when 
Clark Mills first came to Washington from South Carolina, the 
Italian stone-work at the Capitol, the shaft commemorating the 
naval heroes of the war with the Barbary pirates, and Horatio 
Greenough’s ponderous marble of Washington were the only 
examples of sculpture to be seen outside of the congressional 
cemetery. Now seemingly every eminent figure in national life 
of the past must be commemorated in bronze or stone in the 
capital. In 1876 a second statue of Abraham Lincoln was un- 
veiled; made possible by the voluntary subscriptions of freed- 
men, Thomas Bailey’s portrayal of the Great Emancipator, an 
unshackled slave at his feet, stirred the imagination of visitors 
to the beautifully planted new Lincoln Park at the then extrem- 
ity of East Capitol Street. That same year saw the placing in 
McPherson Square of the equestrian statue of General James 
McPherson, Commander of the Army of the Tennessee, and the 
next year, in Stanton Square, Henry Kirk Brown’s equestrian 
bronze of the Revolutionary General, Nathanael Greene.”* Later 
generations came to look upon all this as a matter of course, 
some of it an exuberant expression of undiscriminating taste, 
but in the 1870s the tangible monuments to the great conveyed 
special meaning to the public. 

Yet the city retained much of the small-town flavor of earlier 
years. Every summer well-to-do families packed up for a vaca- 

24 Adams, Education of Henry Adams, p- 317; Stanley Olmsted, “The 
Corcoran School of Art,” Ms. Corcoran Gallery. 


25S. J. Kauffmann, “Equestrian Statuary in Washington,” CHS Rec, v, 
124-28; Star, 14 Apr, 7, 20 Sep 1876. 
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tion at one of the popular resorts—Piney Branch on the lower 
Potomac, or Cape May, smart “Ocean Wave, Long Branch” 
patronized by General Grant, or perhaps Atlantic City or 
Monterey Springs, Pennsylvania—while householders unable to 
afford such expensive holidays substituted steamer excursions, 
sometimes by moonlight to Mount Vernon, to an amusement 
park farther downstream, or to picnic grounds nearer home. 
Fourth of July was still the great day of the year, now celebrated 
not by formal gatherings and two-hour orations but by outings 
under the aegis of Sunday schools and benevolent societies. In 
August came the Annual Schuetzenfest conducted by the 
Schuetzenverein and enthusiastically patronized by every constit- 
uent group in the new German American Union. Yearly P. T. 
Barnum’s circus arrived; one year every purchaser of Barnum’s 
Autobiography got a free ticket. It cost nothing to watch the 
annual yacht regatta on the river or the baseball games on the 
“White lot” below the White House whenever the Olympics 
played visiting nines. Come fall, boys went chestnutting in the 
woods along Rock Creek, while their elders hunted the geese 
and duck that still fed in the Potomac marshes on their flights 
south. Winter brought skating on the ponds in and about the 
city, church sociables, and singing sessions of choral societies.”* 
Simple pleasures thus punctuated the daily routines of the work- 
aday world. Slow though the pace of life was, the bulk of Wash- 
ington’s inhabitants had neither the time nor the intellectual 
training to philosophize about her place in the American scheme 
of things. 

The city’s intellectuals themselves, although undoubtedly 
aware of a new feel in the atmosphere, did not discuss Wash- 
ington’s prospects. If the decision of Congress in 1876 to under- 
take to complete the Washington Monument at national expense 
was a definite indication that politicians were ready to acknowl- 
edge the capital as a national city, still men of long memory 
may well have concluded that it was too early to believe in the 
imminent realization of Jefferson’s dream: a capital rivalling in 


26 Scattered entries chiefly in the Star, 1874-1878. 
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beauty the great cities of Europe, a symbol of national ideals as 
evocative of patriotism as the flag. Yet as 1878 drew to a close, 
amid the material want and the enduring uncertainties, hopes 
rose that the goal of eighty-odd years was within sight. 

What planning experts in mid-twentieth century would call 
“the image of the city,” that is, a clearly etched mental picture 
of the ideal sought, was blurred at the end of the seventies. 
Changing taste had substituted Norman, Gothic, and ornate 
Renaissance forms for the classical style in public buildings and 
the chaste lines of domestic architecture of the federal era. 
Concepts of symmetry in the use of space prevailing when the 
“seat of empire” was founded had yielded first to enthusiasm 
for romantic landscaping and then to ideas of commercial 
utility, to which the railroad tracks crossing the Mall bore 
witness. Visions of the capital as the great “emporium of the 
continent” had long ago disintegrated, and determination to 
control the trade of even a relatively limited area of the South 
had weakened. Now, almost imperceptibly, a new image was 
taking shape. Shadowy as were its details, its broad outline was 
gaining clarity: an intellectually vigorous, physically comfort- 
able city, touched perhaps by elements of grandeur but un- 
troubled by unattainable political and industrial ambitions, a 
city in which free men could live in peace. 
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GLOSSARY OF ABBREVIATIONS AND 
CITATIONS IN THE FOOTNOTES 


ALL nonofficial manuscript materials cited are in the Manuscript 
Division of the Library of Congress unless other locations are 
specifically noted in the first mention in each chapter of papers 
elsewhere. Papers in the National Archives are identified where 
they first appear by the record group number. For petitions, the 
most frequently cited of the papers in the National Archives, the 
record group number is not repeated, since all petitions to the 
House of Representatives are in R.G. 233, all petitions to the Senate 


in R.G, 43. 


F.B. 


De, a. 
Rade pests sky 


H Ex Doc 
H Misc Doc 
peel 9 8) deal tia Os 


ee OL 


S Ex Doc 
S Misc Doc 
ASP 
Annals 
Reg Deb 


Cong Globe 


Library of Congress 

National Archives 

Record Group 

Petition, if to the Senate listed as S, if to the 
House of Representatives, listed as H, in 
each case followed by numerals and letters 
identifying the Congress and general topic 
and by the date. 

Files of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen 
and Abandoned Lands, in R.G. 105, N.A. 


House of Representatives Report, followed 
by its number, the number and session of 
Congress and the serial number of the 
volume in which the report is bound. 
House Executive Document 

House Miscellaneous Document 


Senate Report, followed by its number, the 
number and session of Congress and the 
serial number. 

Senate Executive Document 

Senate Miscellaneous Document 
American State Papers 

Annals of Congress 

Register of Debates in the Congress of the 
United States 

Congressional Globe 


4O3 


Cong Record 
—Stat.—, 
Comrs Rpt 


Rpt Sec/Int 
SHC 


CHS Rec 
N.I. 


Wshg Acts 


Wshg Laws 


Journal 61st Council 


ABBREVIATIONS 


Congressional Record 

United States Statutes at Large, with vol- 
ume number preceding and page numbers 
following. 

Report of the Commissioners of the District 
of Columbia 

Report of the Secretary of the Interior 
Southern Historical Collection, University 
of North Carolina Library 

Columbia Historical Society Records 
National Intelligencer, the Daily as soon as 
it began daily publication 

Acts of the Corporation of the City of 
Washington and the successor volumes 
listed as Laws beginning with 1817 
Journal of the 61st Council of the City of 
Washington and seriatim through the 67th 
Council. 
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IVE FOR the story of the founding of the national capital, 

\l = the published writings of Washington, Jefferson, 
VSD IIN Madison, and Major L’Enfant, together with the 
manuscript volumes of papers of the Continental Congress and the 
proceedings and correspondence of the commissioners put in charge 
of building the federal city, constitute the principal sources. For 
Jefferson’s part in the undertaking, I have used Samuel K. Padover’s 
Thomas Jefferson and the National Capital, a selection of letters 
which adequately cover the relevant questions. L’Enfant’s reports 
are published in the Columbia Historical Society Records, volume 
11, and some of his letters in Elizabeth S. Kite, L’Enfant and Wash- 
ington, 1791-1792; apparently because of a faulty command of 
English, his language is often confusing, but his main ideas are 
generally clear. The Proceedings, the Letters Sent, and Letters 
Received by the Board of Commissioners for the District of Colum- 
bia, each of the three series arranged chronologically and indexed, 
are housed in the National Archives. Besides the congressional 
manuscript materials in the National Archives, the Journals of the 
Continental Congress and the Annals of the Congress of the United 
States, 1789-1824, are important, although generally the entries 
are extremely brief. Supplementing these are the Documents relat- 
ing to the First Fourteen Congresses, cited in my text as the Papers 
of the First Fourteen Congresses. Assembled as completely 
as possible after the burning of the Capitol had destroyed the 
original collection, these House and Senate reports, many of them 
easily accessible in the volumes of American State Papers, are to 
be found in the Rare Book Division of the Library of Congress. 
Personal letters, diaries, memoirs, and travellers’ descriptions 
written both before and after the arrival of Congress in the new 
capital add details. The two most useful of this type of source are 
Mrs. William Thornton’s diary, reproduced for the year 1800 in 
volume x of the Columbia Historical Society Records, and the 
letters of Margaret Bayard Smith assembled by Gaillard Hunt 
and published under the title The First Forty Years of Washington 
Society. After 1800 the files of the local newspapers also become 
indispensable. 

As in the case of the founding of the capital, the most essential 
and most voluminous source of reliable information about Wash- 
ington’s early economic and political life are official records. While 
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they do not always reveal the reasons underlying action or inaction, 
the published reports submitted to Congress, the congressional 
debates, and the acts of the city councils provide the backbone of 
facts. When the congressional serial set begins with the 15th 
Congress, data become readily available. Special mention should 
be made of reports that summarize and clarify confusing problems, 
such as House Report 800, in Serial 295, dealing with District 
banking practices before 1836, the Southard report on fiscal rela- 
tions, Senate Document 97, in Serial 268, a Senate Document 
entitled “Federal and Local Legislation relating to Canals and 
Steam Railways in the District of Columbia, 1802-1903,” in Serial 
4430, and several others identified in my bibliographical listing. 
Scarcely less important are newspaper articles and editorials, the 
opinions expressed in letters to the editors—unfortunately for the 
historian, almost always signed by pen names such as “Pro Bono 
Publico”—and, above all, the petitions and memorials collected 
in the National Archives. Petitions to the House of Representatives 
are unhappily no longer open to the public without written per- 
mission from the Clerk of the House, and the Senate petitions are 
being renumbered, so that my footnote citations made some time 
ago will soon be inexact. Yet the sheaves of petitions, tied by faded 
red tape into bundles addressed to each Congress in turn, contain 
keys to local wishes. They carry the memorialists’ signatures and 
thus, once the city directories begin, enable the twentieth-century 
investigator to identify and group in a general way the persons 
who wanted or objected to particular measures. The first Directory 
did not appear until 1822; a second came out in 1830, a third 
in 1834, and thereafter at gradually diminishing intervals new 
directories until they became annuals in the late 1860’s. The 
enumerators’ original returns on Free Inhabitants for the federal 
census reports before 1850, schedules located in the National 
Archives, indicate only who was white, who black or mulatto, 
the ward in which he or she lived, the number of his children 
and the value of his real or personal property, if any. The re- 
turns for 1850, 1860, 1870, and 1880, on the other hand, con- 
tain figures on manufactures and social statistics which greatly 
enlarge the field of specific knowledge. Those schedules for the 
four sets of returns for the District of Columbia are at Duke 
University, but the Library of Congress Manuscript Division has 
microfilm copies. The published decennial census volumes supply 
less detailed but still valuable data, while the special census of 
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1867 for the District of Columbia published in 1870 as the “Special 
Report of the Commissioner of Education,” in Serial 14.27 , Includes 
statistical tabulations and historical sketches to be found nowhere 
else. The biennial Register of Officers and Agents, Civil, Military 
and Naval, in the Service of the United States, later entitled Official 
Register of the United States, begins in 1816; the volumes list the 
names, assignments, and salaries of every person employed by the 
government on September 30th of the preceding year or, very 
occasionally, of the year of publication. 

Private papers, account books, and miscellaneous manuscripts 
touching on citizens’ business and political interests have proved of 
minor importance for my study. A collection labelled District of 
Columbia Miscellany in the Library of Congress Manuscript Divi- 
sion has some helpful odds and ends, but all correspondence with 
Presidents of the United States has recently been removed to be 
filed with the presidential papers. Such of the letter press books 
of W. W. Corcoran as I thumbed through from among those open 
to examination in the Manuscript Division yielded little; the inten- 
sive work upon them begun in 1961 by Henry Cohen will undoubt- 
edly produce more. Paul Gates’ articles in the Journal of Southern 
History, v, and the Political Science Quarterly, Lxvi1, give the 
salient facts about Washington brokers and the General Land 
Office. Similarly, while the Library of Congress has a considerable 
collection of Chesapeake and Ohio Canal papers, Walter S. Sander- 
lin’s published monograph, The Great National Project, served my 
every purpose. Indeed in pursuing every topic, I have used sec- 
ondary sources whenever they were manifestly trustworthy and 
sufficiently detailed; the wastefulness of reworking the field seems 
obvious. B. B. French’s letters, 1835-1870, in the Manuscript 
Division, contain sidelights on the career of a claims agent, com- 
ments on his political convictions and aims, and, as Lincoln’s 
Commissioner of Public Buildings, his dealings with Mrs. Lincoln, 
but are chiefly useful for their portrayal of a householder’s every- 
day routines in the 1840’s and 1850's. I have omitted some of the 
standard Civil War diaries and journals, Gideon Welles’, Edward 
Bates’, and Louisa May Alcott’s, for example, because they are not 
concerned with Washington as a community. 

Of the newspapers the National Intelligencer, particularly after 
the Daily began, gives the best coverage of local politics and 
business aspirations before 1846 or 1847. Thereafter the Wash- 
ington News, for a decade, and the Evening Star from the mid- 
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1850’s onward are more useful. The National Era, 1847-1860, an 
abolitionist paper, pays special attention to the race issue. The 
National Republican, the Sunday Morning Chronicle and the Daily 
Morning Chronicle in the 1860’s and early 1870’s carry chiefly 
political news. The Patriot, 1870-1872, the New National Era, 
for a time called New Era, 1871-1875, Washington’s first Negro 
newspaper, and, after 1873, the Sentinel cannot be neglected for the 
troubled days of the territorial government and its aftermath. Only 
The Nation among the contemporary periodicals contributed much 
of value. A body of ante-bellum pamphlet material assembled in 
more than 1,100 volumes entitled Miscellaneous Pamphlets form 
part of the collection in the Library of Congress Rare Book Division; 
the division’s card catalogue lists under the heading “Washington, 
D.C.,” some pertinent items for a study of the city. They are of 
unequal historical significance, but some of the pieces fill in areas 
largely neglected by the newspapers. 

The development of municipal administration before 1871 
emerges with reasonable clarity from the records of mayors and 
councils published first as Acts, then as Laws of the Corporation and, 
beginning in 1863, as the Journals of the councils. Letters to the 
press, local newspaper comment, petitions to Congress, congres- 
sional reports and, at intervals, debates in Congress on local affairs 
put some flesh on the bones of the brief entries in the city records. 
Twenty-five years after the demise of the municipality, the Colum- 
bia Historical Society began ‘publishing articles on the city’s mayors. 
The essays vary in quality but still supply some facts not to be 
found readily elsewhere. The biography of the most controversial fig- 
ure of all, Mayor Sayles J. Bowen, is perhaps the least satisfactory, 
doubtless partly because it was written by the secretary of Bowen’s 
great enemy, Alexander Shepherd. Fortunately some of Bowen’s 
personal papers have survived and are in the possession of his wife’s 
great-great nephew, Professor Charles Albro Barker of The Johns 
Hopkins University. The story of the growth of the school system 
has serious gaps. The Minutes of the Trustees for Public Schools, 
1805-1818, originally called the Permanent Institution for the 
Education of Youth, are in the Manuscript Division of the Library 
of Congress, but after 1812 the record becomes sketchy and for 
part of its final six years covers only the “First District.” From 
1845 to 1871 the school trustees published under slightly varying 
titles annual reports, with the exception of 1867-1870 when one 
skimpy volume, omitting all controversial matters, encompassed 
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four years. The special census of 1867 and the accompanying his- 
tories of the white and colored schools published in the Special 
Report of the Commissioner of Education, 1870, Serial 1427, offer 
some additional data. With the creation of the Department of the 
Interior in 1849, the Secretary’s annual reports cover an ever- 
widening range of federal activities that related directly or in- 
directly to city affairs. Until 1874, when the District commissioners 
took over part of his responsibilities, his yearly summaries are 
enriched by subsidiary reports on the water supply, railroads and 
street railways, the Government Hospital for the Insane, the 
Columbia Institution for the Deaf, Dumb, and Blind, the colored 
schools, conditions at the jail, the penitentiary, the reform school, 
the troubles of the Metropolitan Police, and other matters. Indeed 
the variety of topics reveals the inseparability of federal and local 
concerns. 

Administration and local legislation during the territorial regime 
are harder to follow. The published journals of the Governor’s Coun- 
cil and the House of Delegates are diffuse and badly indexed. The 
reports of the board of public works, on the other hand, cover a 
year at a time and were published as House Executive Documents. 
The hearings of the congressional committees investigating “Affairs 
in the District of Columbia,” 1872 and 1874, concentrate upon the 
sins and virtues of the board of public works. Pamphlets, again 
newspaper articles, and several items in the Nation, multiply the 
details. The Alexander Shepherd papers in the Manuscript Division 
of the Library of Congress add very little except a picture of Shep- 
herd’s personal magnetism. Between June 1874 and the end of 
1878 the reports of the commissioners of the District of Columbia 
carry full, if dreary, accounts of every aspect of their jobs, and the 
annual reports of the United States Commissioner of Education, 
1871 to 1878, supplement the local school board reports. 

In addition to the discussion of poor relief in official municipal 
and federal records, an invaluable historical summary of the Dis- 
trict’s charities, private as well as public, appeared in 1898 in 
Senate Document 185 in Serial 3565. The Papers of the Lady 
Managers and Proceedings of the Washington Female Orphan 
Asylum, 1815-1878, in the archives of the Hillcrest Children’s 
Center of Washington, the Minutes of the Trustees of the Wash- 
ington Manual Labor School and Male Orphanage, 1835-1860, in 
the Library of Congress, and the published proceedings of a meet- 
ing in 1844 of the Female Union Benevolent Society are the only 
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primary sources I located on private white charities, save for news- 
paper notices and an occasional allusion in Margaret Bayard Smith’s 
letters. 

In piecing together a picture of Washington’s social life, personal 
letters, diaries, and memoirs become all-important. A number have 
been published in whole or in part, but those still in manuscript 
form add color, particularly the letters congressmen wrote to their 
families at home. Margaret Bayard Smith’s letters in The First 
Forty Years of Washington Society are perhaps the single richest 
source for the years before 1835. Anne Hollingsworth Wharton 
quotes several other letter-writers in her Social Life in the Early 
Republic and Salons Colonial and Republican. Foreign travellers’ 
accounts and especially their descriptions of the city’s appearance 
tend to repeat each other. After 1800 those of Henry Fearon, 
Captain Basil Hall, and Harriet Martineau show the most insight. 
On the whole, local guide books, beginning with William Elliot’s 
of 1822 and George Watterston’s three prepared in the 1840s, 
give a better picture of the appearance of Washington. Of foreign 
diplomats’ writings, the notes of Augustus John Foster written 
between 1805 and 1812, edited by Richard Beale Davis under the 
title Jeffersonian America, and the excerpts from the letters of the 
Abbé Correa, also edited by Davis, entitled The Abbé Correa in 
America are particularly rewarding. The petulant criticisms of the 
Marquis de Bacourt are relatively uninforming, while the com- 
munications dispatched to the British F oreign Office in 1871 by the 
British Minister, Sir Edward Thornton, contain only commentaries 
on congressional debates and official business. Conversely, the letters 
in The Sunny Side of Diplomatic Life written between 1874 and 
1878 by Lillie Greenough Hegermann-Lindencrone, American-born 
wife of the Danish minister, are refreshingly frivolous. Besides the 
Olivia Letters, a newspaperwoman’s portrayal of the Washington 
scene of the 1860’s and 1870's, Madeleine Vinton Dahlgren’s 
Etiquette of Social Life in Washington, first published in 1873, 
is revealing of a point of view. For an understanding of how people 
in the lower ranks of society spent such leisure as they had, the 
diversions listed in the daily press offer the best clue. 

Sources bearing upon Washington’s intellectual and artistic 
interests during the first half of the nineteenth century are some- 
what elusive. George Brown Goode’s Genesis of the National 
Museum in the Annual Report of the U.S. National Museum for 
1891 gives the fullest account of the significance of the Columbian 
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Institute and its successor, the National Institute. The role of the 
Smithsonian Institution as such emerges from its annual reports. 
Passages from John Quincy Adams Memoirs and Margaret Bayard 
Smith’s letters add sidelights, as do Samuel Flagg Bemis’s, John 
Quincy Adams and the Union, Merle M. Odgers, Alexander Dallas 
Bache: Scientist and Educator, and Thomas Coulson, Joseph 
Henry: His Life and Work. For a later period Simon Newcomb’s 
Reminiscences of an Astronomer and the brief Bulletin of the 
Washington Philosophical Society for 1874 are important. The 
best synthesis of the work of the government’s scientific bureaus 
is A. Hunter Dupree, Science in the Federal Government, a study 
based upon careful examination of both official and nonofficial ma- 
terials. About the intellectual contributions of the colleges, informa- 
tion is meagre. James C. Welling’s Brief Chronicles of the Colum- 
bian College discusses mostly the institution’s physical growth. 
Moreover, specifics about the place of the arts and artists in Wash- 
ington are singularly few. Charles E. Fairman’s Art and Artists of 
the Capitol covers only the Capitol itself. From the notices in the 
National Intelligencer John Haskins put together a brief account 
of musical developments before 1812, and indeed newspapers 
supply most of the data about music, painting, sculpture, and the 
theatre throughout Washington’s first seventy-eight years as capital. 
Benjamin Latrobe’s Journal, the Documentary History of the Con- 
struction and Development of the U.S. Capitol, an article about the 
Patent Office by Louise Hall in the Journal of the Society of Archi- 
tectural Historians, and an occasional descriptive passage and the 
photographs in Mary Smith Lockwood’s Historic Homes in Wash- 
ington eke out the extant visual evidence about architecture. Litera- 
ture largely speaks for itself, assisted by Helen Nicolay’s Sixty 
Years of the Literary Society, Thomas M. Spaulding’s The Literary 
Society in War and Peace, and Paul Wilstach’s “Literary Land- 
marks in the National Capital,” in the July 1916 issue of the 
Bookman. 

The materials on the ante-bellum Negro community are frag- 
mentary. A main source of information to which every historian 
concerned with the subject has turned is the sketch written at the 
end of the 1860’s and incorporated in the section on the colored 
schools in the Special Report of the Commissioner of Education, 
which grew out of the Census of 1867. If the author of that brief 
history appears at times uncritical, the facts he presented were 
never challenged. In Ellen M. O’Connor, Myrtilla Miner, A Memoir, 
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and William B. Simmons, Men of Mark, a few supplementary 
facts appear. The National Era, 1847-1860, contains some illumi- 
nating observations, although those, like pieces in the other local 
newspapers, were usually directed at the slavery question and white 
attitudes toward free colored people. Michael Shiner’s diary, 1813- 
1863, kept by a one-time slave and a Navy Yard employee, is on 
the whole disappointingly lacking in specifics about colored people. 
The enumerators’ returns on Free Inhabitants for the second 
through the eighth federal census are more rewarding. The first 
two black codes were published in Acts of the Corporation of 
Washington, 1808 and 1812, and the three later amended codes 
were reproduced in James W. Sheehan, Corporation Acts of the 
City of Washington, in 1853. 

On slavery and the slave trade in the District of Columbia the 
materials are abundant, if somewhat repetitive. The petitions on 
the subject alone are voluminous. Congressional debates and reports, 
books published between 1817 and 1860, newspaper pieces and 
occasional allusions in private letters tell much of the story. Curi- 
ously enough, the text of the first appeal of the Washington Society 
for the Abolition of Slavery in the District of Columbia appeared 
in Basil Hall, Travels in North America during the Years 1827 
and 1828. The names of the men who signed the petition to Con- 
gress in 1828 appear in a House report of 1835. Walter C. Cle- 
phane, “Local Aspects of Slavery in the District of Columbia” in 
the Columbia Historical Society Records gives a helpful analysis 
of the legal problem. Frederic Bancroft’s Slave-Trading in the Old 
South, based upon sources no longer available, has four or five 
pages on the trade in Washington. Carter Woodson, A Century of 
Negro Migration, Luther P. J ackson, Free Negro Labor and 
Property-Holding in Virginia, 1830-1 860, and Jeffery R. Brackett’s 
The Negro in Maryland furnish facts about the area surrounding 
the District. 

For the Civil War era and the first years of reconstruction, again 
the petitions, the Congressional Globe, reports to Congress, partic- 
ularly the reports of the trustees of the colored schools in the 
annual reports of the Secretary of the Interior, 1864-1870, the 
Annual Reports of the National Freedmen’s Relief Association, the 
files of the Freedmen’s Bureau in the National Archives, and the 
published journals of the Washington city councils, 1863-1870, 
constitute the principal primary sources. For the 1870's, however, 
besides such official data, the Negro newspaper, New Era, renamed 
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New National Era, 1871-1875, John Mercer Langston’s From the 
Virginia Plantation to the National Capital, and some passages in 
Frederick Douglass’ autobiography greatly enrich the available 
supply. Unhappily the extant files of the New National Era are 
incomplete after early 1873 and run out altogether in 1874. Two 
articles of Phineas Indritz, “Post Civil War Ordinances Prohibiting 
Racial Discrimination in the District of Columbia” and “Racial 
Ramparts in the Nation’s Capital,” in the Georgetown Law Journal, 
XL and XXxIXx, respectively, discuss the civil rights legislation. The 
Evening Star, the Chronicle, and the Sentinel reflect the attitude 
of the white community toward colored Washington. 

Category by category, the materials I have cited are listed below. 
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Blagden, Thomas, 202 

Blair House, 105 

Blake, Mayor James, 58, 60 

Bliss, Dr. William, 366-67 

boardinghouses, 3, 27, 28, 48, 79, 107, 
108, 111 


125, 


board of health, municipal, 94, 135, 
211; territorial, 336, 365-69, 388- 
89, 395 

board of public works, creation of, 336- 
387; appointments to, 340-41; powers, 
plans, and errors of, 344-52; investi- 
gations into, 349, 350-51, 358-60; 
aftermath, 389, 390-91 

Board of Trade, 293 

Bodisco, Baron, 149-50 

Bonaparte, Betsy Patterson, 49 

Bonaparte, Jerome, 49 

bonds (D. C. 3.65%), 347, 361, 390, 
391, 394 

books, and bookshops, 45-46; Washing- 
ton authors, 104, 225. See also intel- 
lectual life and Washington Literary 
Society 

Booth, John Wilkes, 269, 289, 291 

botanical garden, 69, 103, 200 

Boudon, David, 46 

Bowen, Sayles J., as Free-Soiler and 
Republican, 240, 298-99, 312; as may- 
or, 317-19, 321, 325, 327; mentioned, 
346, 358, 372 

Boyle, Dr. Cornelius, 235-36 

Bradley, William A., 101, 130; as may- 
or, 141 

Breckenridge, John, 230 

Brent, Mayor Robert, Ae Sly CON aos 
43, 51, 69 

“Brick Caper 62.775 107, 952 

“Bridge Point,” 35 

Briggs, Emily, 342, 874-75. See also 
Olivia Letters 

British, and Civil War, 270; impressions 
of post-Civil War Washington, 311-12 

British Legation, erected, 355 

Brodhead, Sen. Richard, 205 

Brooklyn Regiment, Thirteenth, 246 

Brown, Henry Kirk, 880-81, 398 

Brown, John, raid, 179, 189-90 

Brown, Rey. Obadiah, 102 

Brown, Mrs. Obadiah; 70 

Brown, Solomon J., 175 

Bryan, Thomas B., Commissioner, 385- 
86, 387 

Buchanan, James, 188, 201, 226, 228; 
233, 234 

buildings, see public buildings 

Bulfinch, Charles, 105 

Bull Run, Battle of, 246-48, 261 

Bureau of Engraving, 384 

Bureau of Medicine, 262 

Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and 
Abandoned Lands, see Freedmen’s 
Bureau 

Burnes, David, 5, 45 

Burns, Ann, 21 

Burns’ Club, 269 

Burr, Aaron, 26 
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business, see banks, commerce, economic 
conditions, and industry 
Butler, Gen. Ben, 273 


C & O Canal, see Chesapeake and Ohio 
Canal 

Cabin John, 203, 245 

Calhoun, John, 56, 79, 103, 107, 108 

Calhoun, Mrs. John, 122 

Cameron, Simon, 159, 244 

canals, see Chesapeake and Ohio Canal 
and Washington Canal 

capital, location, 7-8, 8, 12-13; federal 
control of accepted, 8-12; threats to 
relocate, 27, 30, 39, 63-65, 310, 328- 
30, 331, 332, 335, 337. See also Dis- 
trict of Columbia and Washington 
(Part I) 

capital (investment), see banks, eco- 
nomic conditions, and money 

Capitol, “Oven” added, 27; completion 
of wings, 37; destruction to, during 
War of 1812, 61, 64; rebuilt, 67-68; 
landscaping, sculpture and paintings 
for (1820's), 104-5; new wings and 
dome of, 200, 201; appearance in 
1861, 238; bakery in, 242, 245; 
“Freedom” on dome, 268; Statuary 
Hall, 398; mentioned, 3, 15, 20, 83, 
206, 265 

Capitol Hill, and L’Enfant’s plan, 16; 
post-Civil War, 295; mentioned, 101, 
103, 145 

“Capitol Park,” 355 

Carberry, Mayor Thomas, 89 

Carroll, Charles, 116 

Carroll, Charles, Jr., 4 

Carroll, Daniel, 5, 16, 20, 21, 37, 44, 
51, 67, 154 

Carroll, Bishop John, 6 

Carrollsburgh, 4 

Cartter, David K., 333 

Carusi, Gaetani, 46, 95 

Carusi’s Assembly Rooms, 95, 150, 154, 
382 

Catholic schools, 214-15. 
Georgetown College 

Catholic Seminary, 93 

Catholics, 102, 190 

“cave dwellers,” 376. See also social life 

cemeteries, 261 

census, special, of 1867, 306 (Table V), 
307-8. See also 21 (Table I) and 183 
(Table III) 

Central Academy, 93 

Centre Market, 207, 238, 326 

charity, before 1812, 42; orphan asylum 
established, 70-71 (see also Wash- 
ington Female Orphan Asylum); re- 
lief of poverty in 1820's, 101-2; in 
1830’s, 133-34; in 1840's, 165-66; in 
1850’s, 209-21; during Civil War, 


See 


also 


259; and relief of contrabands, 276; 
postwar relief to freedmen, 301, 326; 
and Negro schools, 308; in 1870's, 
364-65. See also welfare 
Charles Fenton Mercer, 128 
charter (Washington city), of 1802, 29, 
amendments to, 31; of 1820, 88-89; 
of 1848, 162-63; renewal question, 
811, 325, 332; abrogation of, 336, 
337 
Chase, Kate, 269-70, 313 
Chase, Salmon P., 377 
Chesapeake, 55, 56 
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, plans for, 
112-15; ground-breaking ceremony 
for, 116; difficulties of, 116-18, 127- 
31; opened, 128; completion of, 193; 
mentioned, 120, 127, 135, 147, 156, 
157, 198, 265, 315, 356 
Chipman, Norton P., 340, 342, 343 
cholera, Asiatic, 135 
Christ Church, 38 
Chronicle, Daily Morning and Sunday, 
263, 288, 358, 360, 388 
churches, before 1812, 37; built fol- 
lowing War of 1812, 72; and Negro 
education, 100, 309; Negro, 100-1, 
146, 185-86, 372; and Christian edu- 
cation, 102; and slavery, 189, 190; 
during Civil War, 267-68 
Cincinnati, 181 
city council, provisions concerning 
(1802-1812), 31; and retrocession, 
174; and slave trade, 178; and rail- 
roads, 194, 195; calibre of council- 
men in 1850’s, 208; and loyalty oath, 
286-87; and Negro suffrage, 297-98; 
and post-Civil War problems, 305, 
809; civil rights acts, 321-22; Ne- 
groes on, 324; and endorsement of 
territorial government, 337-38. See 
also black code, charter, health, 
streets, and ward system 
expenditures: in early 1800's, 39- 
43; following War of 1812, 75-76; for 
C & O Canal stock, 114-15; for 
schools, 42-44, 76, 91-93, 161-62, 
258, 282, 304, 305-6, 319; during 
the 1850’s, 209-11; during Civil War, 
259-60 
City Hall, 90, 106, 128, 200 
city planning, 14, 16, 136-37, 346, 383, 
400 
* civil rights, Washington laws, 321-22; 
territorial law, 371-72 
~Civil Rights Act of 1875, 371 
Civil War, Washington on eve of, 230- 
43; fears of southern conspiracy in 
Washington, 233-34, 245-46; Wash- 
ington attitudes toward, 272; impact 
of, on Washington, 245-70, 289-90. 
See also secessionism 
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class structure, in 1800, 19-22; in 1812, 
50-52; in 1817, 77-78; and Congress 
in 1820’s, 106-8; in Jacksonian era, 
123; of 1840’s, 150-51, 154-55, 158- 
59; in 1850's, 228-29; effects of Civil 
War upon 289-90; parvenus vs. 
“cave dwellers,” 375-76; scientists in, 
376-77. See also Negro community 

Clay, Henry, 50, 56, 107, 108, 110, 113, 
179, 180 

Clephane, Lewis, 264, 333 

Clerks’ Emigration Society, 265 

coal, shipping of, 156, 193-94, 265 

Coast Survey, origins of, 68; decline of, 
103; under Hassler in the 1830's, 138; 
under Bache, 168; during Civil War, 
266; postwar progress, 330; men- 
tioned, 221 

Cockburn, Rear Admiral George, 58, 
59, 60, 62, 64 

Coles, Edward, 52, 53 

Columbia Hospital for Women and Ly- 
ing-in Asylum, 310 

Columbia Institution for the Deaf, 
Dumb, and Blind, 134, 219-20, 259 

Columbia Manufacturing Company, 36 

Columbia Typographical Society, 72, 
Dey. iota) 

Columbian College, 102, 103, 111, 132, 
140, 165, 215, 247, 267, 332; ex- 
panded to University, 378 

Columbian Institute, founded, 69; de- 
cline and death of, 103, 139-40; men- 
tioned, 78, 380 

Columbian preparatory school, 93 

Columbus, 85 

commerce, in eighteenth-century George- 
town and Alexandria, 5-7; role, of, 
in location of capital, 7-8; early mer- 
chants, 20, 27-29, 32-33, 34-35; dur- 
ing War of 1812, 59; postwar boom 
of, 72; decline and partial revival of, 
155-57; post-Civil War fluctuations, 
293-94; in 1870's, 357. See also Alex- 
andria, Georgetown, industry, ship- 
ping, and transportation 


| 
Commissioner of Patents, see Thornton, | 


William, and Ellsworth, Henry L. \ 


Commissioner of Public Buildings and 
Grounds, 88, 99, 188, 197, 207, 240, 
355 

commissioners, board of, for the District 
of Columbia, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17-18, 31 

commissioners of the District of Colum- 
bia (1870's), 384, 386-91; powers 
under act of 1878, 394, 394-95 

Committee of One Hundred, 392-93 

Compromise of 1850, 178-79 

concerts, see Marine Band and music 

Confederacy, Washington attitudes to- 
ward, 270-71, 272. See also seces- 
sionism and southerners 


Confederate Army, 241, 242, 260-61 
Conference Convention (1861), 237 
Congregationalists, 190, 372 
Congress, control over D. C., 8-11, 23- 
26, 29-31; and Pennsylvania veterans’ 
march, 10-11; first session in Wash- 
ington, 17, 23-24; fiscal relations of, 
with Washington and D. C., 25, 66, 
130-31, 205-8, 304-12, 325-27, 390- 
94; establishes judicial system for 
D. C., 26-27; and territorial govern- 
ment for D. C., 29-30, 86-88, 133, 
332-39; and bank charters, 33-34, 74- 
75, 124-25, 158; and education, 42- 
43, 213-14, 257-58, 280, 281-82, 304, 
306-7, 308-9, 319-20, 369-70, 387- 
88; special sessions of, 64-66, 66-67, 
244, 245; measures of, during de- 
pression of 1819, 84; and slavery, 95- 
99, 178-79, 274; and C & O Canal, 
112-15, 128-31; welfare measures of, 
120, 131-32, 259, 325, 326, 385; 
sectionalism in, 187, 232-33, 237; and 
railroads, 195-97, 295-96; and im- 
provements of capital, 200-6; and 
crime in Washington, 215, 216-17; 
Civil War legislation, 248-49, 250, 
284-85; and Negro suffrage, 298-301; 
and “resumption” of government of 
D. C. under Merrill bill, 333-34 (see 
also commissioners of the District of 
Columbia); and territorial public 
works program, 349, 351. See also 
House Committee on the District, 
House of Representatives and Senate 
“Congress house,” 16 
Congressional Globe, 191 
congressmen, and social activity 
Washington, 50, 66, 148, 155 
Coningham, Dr. Cornelius, 36 
Constitution, 147 
Consumers’ Protective Association, 265 
contrabands, arrival and legal status of, 
272-74; problems created by, 275- 
79, 282-83; and established Washing- 
ton Negro community, 275, 278-79, 
323-25; government program for re- 


in 


\ lief of, 276-77. See also freedmen 


contraband village, 277 

Contributions to Knowledge 
sonian), 228 

Convent of the Visitation, 214 

Cook, Cong. Burton, 335 

Cook, George F., 319, 321, 388 

Cook, John F., 145, 175, 298, 312, 324, 
370 

Cooke, Henry D., 264, 340, 341, 343, 
358, 365, 374-75 

Cooke, Jay, 264, 340 

Corcoran, Thomas, 119 


(Smith- 
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Corcoran, William Wilson, 150, 191, 
219.) 221, 239. 979, 289, 294, 315, 
355, 358, 365, 378 

Corcoran and Riggs, banking house, 
157-58, 191 

Corcoran Gallery of Art, 262, SBR GEE 
381; beginnings of School of Art, 
397-98 

Correa, Abbé, 69, 78-79, 103 

Cosmos Club, 397 

Costin, Louisa Parke, 145 

Costin, William, 145 

council, see city council and governors 
council 

counterfeiting, 83-84 

county jail, conditions in, 90-91, 252- 
53, 363; free Negroes and slaves in, 
96-97; new building for, 165; ap- 
propriation for, 326 

Courier (Georgetown), 341, 361 

Coxe, Richard, 259, 294 

Cranch, William, 19, 27; judge, 36, 43, 
51, 86, 104, 144-45 

Crawford, Thomas, 268 

crime, criminal code rewritten, 131; and 
firehouse gangs, 159-61; increase in, 
215-17, 250-51, 363. See also juvenile 
delinquency 

Crittenden, Sen. John J., 232 

cultural life, 45-46, 104, 331-32, 376. 
See also art, books, intellectual life 
and music 

Cumberland, Md., 114, 115, 117, 156 

curfew, for Negroes, 99, 275, 279 

Custer, Col. George, 292 

Custis, George Washington Parke, 105, 
iS, 2OL 

Cutbush, Dr. Edward, 69, 103 


Dahlgren, Madeleine Vinton, 376, 397 

Dana, Dr. Samuel, 50 

dancing, see balls 

Dandridge, William, 145 

Davis, Commodore Charles H., 267 

Davis, Sen. Garrett, 334-35 

Davis, Sen. Jefferson, 226 

Davis, Mrs. Jefferson, 226-27 

deaf and dumb school, see Columbia In- 
stitution for the Deaf, Dumb, and 
Blind 

Decatur, Commodore Stephen, 105, 109- 
10 

Democrats, 129, 188 

Dennison, William, Commissioner, 362 

Depot of Charts and Instruments, 138, 
167 

depression, of 1819, 82-86; of 1837, 
133; of 1857, 199; of 1873, 357-58, 
383-85 

Dew, Jesse E., 184 

Dickens, Charles, 153, 172-73, 311-12 


diplomatic corps, 46-47, 49, 111, 316, 
396 

disease, see health 

District commissioners, see commission- 
ers of the District of Columbia 

District jail, see county jail 

District of Columbia, relationship to 
federal government, 8-11, 23-26, 29- 
31, 66, 205-8, 304-12, 325-27, 390- 
94, land for, 13-14; population, 20- 
21, 374; territorial government sought 
for, 23-26, 29-31, 86-88 (see also 
Territory of District of Columbia); 
judicial system of, established, 26-27; 
legal status of, 87-88 (see also legal 
system and suffrage); retrocession of 
Alexandria from, 173-74; loyalty to 
Union, 235-36; “resumption” of con- 
gressional control of, 333-34, 393-95. 
See also Georgetown, Washington 
(Part III) and Washington County 

District Supreme Court, 253 

District volunteers, 236-37, 240-41, 245, 
250 

Dix, Dorothea, 202 

Dodge, Abigail, 225 

Douglass, Frederick, on  governor’s 
council, 340, 341; mentioned and 
Cited 932293935) 5337.8370; syle Sh7t83 

Downing, Andrew Jackson, 200, 238 

Drayton, Capt. Daniel, 176; and Dray- 
ton affair, 176-77 

Dred Scott decision, 179, 184, 226 

dress, 50, 109, 151, 155, 269-70 

Duddington, 4, 5 

due bills, 75, 125 

duels, 109-10, 216 

Duff Green’s Row, 276 

Dumbarton Oaks, 108 

Dutch creditors, of C & O Canal, 127, 
128, 129 


Early, Gen. Jubal, 261, 288 

East Capitol Street, 276 

Eastern Branch, 3, 28, 72, 117, 345, 
350, 354 

Eaton, John, 122 

Eaton, Peggy O’Neale, 110, 122, 148, 
375-76 

Ebenezer Methodist Episcopal Church, 
100, 281 

Eckington, 106, 149 

ecological study, 378-79 

economic conditions, pre-1812, 392-37; 
during and after War of 1812, 59, 72- 
74; during and after depression of 
1819, 82-86, 112; in 1830's, 126-31; 
of 1850’s, 191, 192, 198-99; and war 
threat, 231-32; during Civil War, 244- 
45, 262-66; postwar, 293-95, 295-96, 
314; of 1870's, 339-40, 356-57 

Edmunds, Sen. George F., 316, 336 
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education, Negro, 43, 54, 92, 100, 145- 
46, 184-85, 214, 280-82, 304, 305- 
9, 319-20, 369-71; higher, 102-3, 332, 
878; conditions revealed by survey of 
1839, 140. See also private and pub- 
lic schools 

Ela, Cong. Jacob H., 335-36 

elections 

municipal: of 1811, 31; of 1822, 
89; of 1850's, 208; of 1860, 230; of 
1868, 312; last, 327-28 

territorial: 341, 342 (see also suf- 
frage) 

national: of 1800, 23, 26; of 1824, 
108; of 1829, 117-18, 119; of 1856, 
188; of 1860, 230-31; of 1876, 392 

Ellicott, Andrew, map of Washington, 
14-15; mentioned, 22 

Elliot, William P., 137 

Ellipse, 309, 312. See also “White lot” 

Ellsworth, Col. Elmer, 242, 243 

Ellsworth, Henry L., Commissioner of 
Patents, 137, 140, 167 

Elssler, Fanny, 149 

mancipation, Virginia plans for, 140- 
41; act for D. C., 274-75; race rela- 
tions following, 279-80, 296-97. See 
also anti-slavery sentiment and freed- 

‘men 

Embargo Act, 34, 35, 39 

Emery, Matthew, as mayor, 
mentioned, 172, 351 

“Epaminondas,” see Woodward, Augus- 
tus 

Episcopalians, 37-38, 72, 190 

Erie Canal, 112, 115 

etiquette, 46-47, 81-82, 106-7, 148, 376, 
396. See also manners 

Evening Star, on local attractions, 227- 
28, 316; on emancipation, 275; on 
loyalty surveillance, 287; on postwar 
industry, 314-15; on changes in local 
government, 334, 393; cited and men- 
tioned, 187, 199, 230, 249, 251, 283 
289, 299, 342, 352, 353, 354-55, 36 
375, 381-82, 386 

Ewell, Dr. James, 51 

Executive Mansion, see White House 

executive offices, 16 


327-28; 


F Street, 38, 39, 40, 102 

fair, of 1846, 157; Washington plans 
for 1876 centennial, 314 

Farmers and Mechanics Bank, 59 

Fearon, Henry, 73, 81 

“Feather Duster legislature,” 361, 393 

federal arsenal, 192 

federal employees, 109; relations with 
local community, 79-80, 119, 122-23, 
164, 225, 377; Negro, 142, 175, 324; 
and loyalty oath, 248, 249; and de- 
pression of 1873, 384 


federal penitentiary, 91, 217-18, 252-53 

federal property, tax status of, 130-31, 
206-7, 337, 390-91, 394. See also 
lots (public) 

federal reformatory, urged during Civil 
War, 252 

Federalist, The, 11 

Federalists, 23, 24, 79 

Female Union Benevolent and Employ- 
ment Society, 134, 165, 219 

Fillmore, Millard, 201 

Fillmore, Mrs. Millard, 226 

fire protection, 40, 94-95, 159-60, 200, 
202-3, 256 

fires, 61, 94, 95, 136-37, 154, 201, 202- 
8, 218, 256. See also War of 1812, 
destruction 

First National Bank, 264, 358 

Fish, Hamilton, 396 

Fish Commission, 378 

Foggy Bottom, 262 

Force, Mayor Peter, 124, 130, 133, 143, 
330 

Ford’s Theatre, 269, 289, 330 

foreign-born, 73, 208, 231, 331. See 
also Germans, Irish, and population 

Forney, John, 288, 323, 393 

Fort MacNair, 3 

Fort Stevens, 261 

Fort Sumter, 234, 240 

Fort Washington, 58, 62, 65 

Foster, Augustus, 47, 48, 49, 50, 56 

Foundry Methodist Church, 72, 100 

Fourteenth Amendment, 300; inapplica- 
ble to women, 341-42 

Fourth of July celebrations, 111, 399 

Foxhall, Henry, 72, 100 

franchise, see suffrage 

Franklin Fire Insurance Company, 95 

Franklin schoolhouse, 319 

Franklin Square, 355 

Franzoni, Carlo, 67 

Franzoni, Guiseppe, 37, 67 

freedmen, 20, 21, 22, 53, 54, 144, 175; 
living conditions of, 239, 301-3; prob- 
lems created by, 275-76, 279. See 
also contrabands, Freedmen’s Bureau, 
Negro community, and Negroes 

Freedmen’s Aid societies, 308 

Freedmen’s Bureau, postwar relief work 
of, 301, 302-3, 318; mentioned, 203, 
293, 305, 307, 308, 364 

Freedmen’s Hospital, 301, 370, 373 

Freedmen’s Relief Association, 276-77, 
279 

Freedmen’s Savings and Trust Company, 
303, 325, 385 

Free-Soil Republicans, 188 

Fremont, Jessie Benton, 149-50, 153 

Fremont, John Charles, 153, 169 

French, B. B., 191, 201, 225, 240, 272; 
describes Japanese visitors, 227-28 
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Friends, Society of, 38, 185, 190 
Fugitive Slave Law, 179, 180, 273, 274 
Funk, Jacob, 5 


gag rule, 143, 175 

Gales, Joseph, Jr., 52, 56, 62, 106, 
120, 129-30, 143, 215 

Gales, Mrs. Joseph, Jr., 149 

Gallatin, Albert, 113 

Gallaudet, Edward, 134, 220-21. See 
also Columbia Institution for the 
Deaf, Dumb, and Blind 

Gallaudet, Peter, 134 

Gallaudet, Thomas, 220 

gambling, 45, 108, 148 

Gardiner, Julia, see Tyler, Julia 

Garrison, William Lloyd, 140 

gas light, 198 

gas street lamps, 164, 209 

General Land Office, 68, 85, 158 

General Trades’ Union, 126 

geological surveys, 379-80 

Georgetown, appearance, 5-6; charter, 
24; population, 21, 86, 182, 198; re- 
lations with federal government, 29, 
30, 130, 133, 205; commerce of, 32, 
33, 34-35, 147, 194; poor relief, 71, 
219, 259; economic problems, 73, 85- 
86, 114, 192; taxes, 209; schools, 213, 
OMA 257s 2DOs LOO, 2Ol, Col. ols 
387; union with Washington, 86, 332- 
83, 334-38 (see also Territory of the 
District of Columbia); and retroces- 
sion, 86, 133, 198; and C & O Canal, 
117, 129, 147, 156, 157, 265; black 
code, 141; slave trade, 143-44; and 
railroad development, 196-97; during 
Civil War, 244, 245, 249, 256; so- 
cial separation from Washington, 
377; mentioned, 16, 17, 174, 203 

Georgetown Advocate, 177 

Georgetown and Catoctin Railroad, 195 

Georgetown College, 103, 132, 168, 
214; expanded to University, 332, 378 

Georgetown Seminary, 6, 102, 247, 267 

German American Union, 399 

Germans, 135, 231 

Giesboro Point, 262 

Gilliss, Lt. James M., 138, 167, 267 

“Glass House,” 35 

Gonzaga College, 214 

Goode, G. Brown, 379 

Goodell, William, 186 

Goose Creek, see Tiber Creek 

Government Hospital for the Insane, 
200, 201-2, 259, 261, 310 

government property, see federal prop- 
erty 

governors council, 336, 340, 341, 353, 
Oak 

Graham, Cong. James, 148 

Grand Jury of Washington County, 143 


Grant, Nellie, 375 

Grant, U. S., informality of, 396; men- 
tioned, 271, 313, 316, 323, 352, 358, 
360, 361, 367, 372, 374, 375, 389, 
392 

Grant, Mrs. U. S., 313 

Great Falls, 203, 255, 264 

“Greek Slave” (H. Powers), 381 

Greeley, Horace, 312 

Green, Duff, 119, 126. See also Duff 
Green’s Row 

Greene, Gen. Nathanael, 398 

Greenleaf, James, 4, 15, 19 

Greenleaf’s Point, 3, 29, 35, 62, 64, 67 

Greenough, Horatio, 171, 398 

Griswold, Cong. Richard, 23 

Grover’s Theatre, 275 

Guardian Society, 219, 259, 310 

Gwin, Sen. William, 226 

Gwin, Mrs. William, 226 


Hadfield, George, 20, 105, 106 

Hagner, Peter, 51 

Hale, Sen. John P., 213-14 

Hall, Adolphus, 370 

Hall, Capt. Basil, 98 

Hall, Mrs. Basil, 172 

Hamilton, Alexander, 8 

Hamilton, Mrs. Alexander, 172 

Hamilton, Gail, 225 

“Harewood,” 355 

Harpers Ferry, 126, 128, 189 

Harrison, William Henry, 152 

Harvard Observatory, 379 

Hassler, Ferdinand Rudolph, 68, 103, 
138, 168 

Haussmann, Baron, 345, 354 

Hay, Mrs. George, 81 

Hay, John, 313 

Hayes, Rutherford B., 392, 396-97 

Hayes, Mrs. Rutherford B., 396 

health, and Washington climate, 12-13, 
134-35; and poor sanitation, 94, 211- 
12; in 1829, 129; Asiatic cholera 
epidemic, 135; small pox epidemics, 
253-54, 366, 368; during Civil War, 
261; and contraband slums, 277. See 
also board of health and hospitals 

Hegermann-Lindencrone, Baron, 396 

Hegermann-Lindencrone, Lillie Green- 
ough, 396, 397 

Hendee, Cong. George, 394 

Henry, Joseph, attitude of, toward: basic 
research, 170, 221-23, 266, Civil 
War, 272, 287; mentioned, 191, 214, 
229, 267, 376, 377, 379 

Hicks, Gov. Thomas, 239 

high school, 388 

Hillyer, Curtis J., 347-48 

Hoban, James, 20 

Holy Trinity Church (Georgetown), 
100 
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home rule, debate in 1870's, 392-93. 
See also territorial government and 
Territory of the District of Columbia 

Hooker, Gen. Joseph, 251 

Hooker’s Division (prostitute section), 
251, 269, 365 

horse racing, 269. See also Jockey Club 
races 

hospitals, efforts to establish municipal, 
135-36; building of, 163, 310; mili- 
tary, 254, 255, 261, 292. See also 
Freedmen’s Hospital, Washington In- 
firmary, etc. 

hotels, 28, 108, 184, 263, 372 

Hough, Franklin B., 307 

House Committee on the District, role 
of, 87, 182, 335, 336; and banks, 33- 
34, 73-74, 125; urges federal reform- 
atory, 252; and Negro rights, 334- 
35; investigates Shepherd’s public 
works program, 349, 350-51 (see also 
Joint Committee for Investigation of 
Affairs of D.C.) 

House Judiciary Committee, 391 

House of Correction for Boys, 310 

House of Delegates, 342, 343-44, 353, 
356, 361, 369, 371, 372 

House of Representatives, and debates 
on D. C. government, 24, 25-26, 335- 
36, 394; elects Jefferson, 26; re- 
ligious services in chamber of, 37; 
and debates on relocating capital after 
War of 1812, 64-65; quality of mem- 
bers of, 50, 106-8, 155; hearings on 
“southern conspiracy” to capture 
Washington, 234. See also Congress 
and House Committee on the District 

“House of 1,000 Candles,” 78. See also 
Seven Buildings 

houses, 3-4, 105-6, 295, 355, 382 

housing, 265, 331; for contrabands, 276, 
277-78. See also houses, real estate, 
and slums 

Howard, Gen. Oliver, O., 308-9 

Howard Society, 101, 134, 165 

Howard University, 308-9, 332, 371, 
378 

Hoxie, Lieut. Richard, 381, 390 

Hubbard, Cong. Robert J., 82 

Hunter, Cong. R. M. T., 174 

Huntt, Dr. Henry, 94 


illiteracy, 161, 185, 306 (Table Vv), 
308, 369 

immigrants, see foreign-born 

Independence Hall, 10 

“Indian Queen,” 108 

Indians, 49, 85-86, 105, 147, 256 

Industrial Home School, 310, 365 

industry, 35-37, 157, 191-92, 263-64, 
314-15, 331, 356 


infant mortality, see mortality 

insane, 1841 provisions for, 164-65. See 
also Government Hospital for the In- 
sane 

integration, school, discussion of, 319- 
21, 370-71, 387-88 

intellectual life, 69, 78-80, 221-23, 377- 
78, 397. See also cultural life and 
science 

Intelligencer, see National Intelligencer 

internal revenue, see taxes 

Irish, 79, 127, 135, 182, 190, 231 

Island, 160, 162, 363 

Iverson, Sen. Alfred, 205-6 


Jackson, Andrew, and Chesapeake and 
Ohio Canal, 117-18; inauguration of, 
120-22; social and economic changes 
under, 122-25; and new Treasury 
Building, 136; attitude of, toward 
science, 137-38; as host, 148; statue 
of, 203-4; mentioned, 65, 108, 110, 
134 

Jackson, Mrs. Andrew, 120 

Jackson Democratic Society, 203 

jails, see county jail and Washington 
Asylum 

Japanese, 227-28 

Jarnagin, Sen. Spencer, 153 

Jay Cooke and Company, 264, 358 

Jefferson, Joseph, 99, 150 

Jefferson, Thomas, and location of capi- 
tal, 7, 8; election of, 26; social and 
cultural life during presidency of, 44- 
48; mentioned, 13, 27, 35, 37, 39, 43, 
44, 52, 68, 69, 80, 120 

Jenkins Hill, 3, 5 

Jews, 190-91, 268 

Jockey Club races, 45, 57, 150 

Johns Hopkins, 185 

Johnson, Andrew, and Negro suffrage, 
300; impeachment trial, 311; men- 
tioned, 215, 291, 294, 295 

Johnson, Mrs. Andrew, 313 

Johnston, Gen. Joseph E., 242 

Joint Committee on Investigation of Af- 
fairs of D. C., 358-60 

Joinville, Prince de, 153 

Jones, Alfred, 182 

Jones, Arabella, 184 

Journal of Negro History, 97 

Journey in the Seaboard Slave States 
(F. L. Olmsted), 186-87 

judicial system, established for D. Cs 
26-27; changes in, 253 

Judiciary Square, 157, 165 

Julian, Cong. George, 299-300, 305, 336 

justices of the peace, 27, 40 

juvenile delinquency, 159-61, 215; 251- 
52, 310, 326. See also Reform School 
for Boys 
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Kalorama government hospital, 254 

Kansas, 179, 189, 328 

Kemble, Charles, 150 

Kemble, Fanny, 150 

Kendall, Amos, work for deaf and dumb, 
219-20; mentioned, 120, 229 

Kendall Green, 220 

Kendall Green school for deaf, dumb, 
and blind, see Columbia Institution 

Kent, Cong. Joseph, 87 

Keokuk, Chief, 147 

Key, Francis Scott, 113 

Key, Philip Barton, 216, 226 

kidnapping of Negroes, 55, 96, 97, 186- 
87 

kindergarten, 388 

King, Charles Bird, 105, 106, 256 

King, Clarence, 380 

King, Rev. Henry, 167 

King, Horatio, 376 

“King’s Reunions,” 376 

Know Nothings, 186, 208, 215-16 

Ku Klux bill, 339 


L------- Family in Washington (G. 
Watterston), 104 

labor, slave, 20-22, 98-99; condition of, 
127, 158-59, 182, 265, 357; Labor 
Exchange of 1870s, 385-86. See also 
salaries and wages, unemployment, 
and unions, trade 

Labor Exchange, 385-86 

Lafayette, Gen., 111 

Lafayette Square, 5, 105, 204, 216, 355 

Lambert, William, 69 

Lamon, Ward, 240 

Lancastrian schools, 44, 76-77, 92 

Land Office, see General Land Office 

land scrip, 158 

land syndicate, 15 

Lane, Harriet, 226, 228 

Langston, John Mercer, on board of 
health, 366-69; mentioned, 341, 370, 
371 

Latham, Henry, 311-12 

Latrobe, Benjamin, 37, 38, 41, 67, 69, 
72, 105-6 

Laurie, Rev. James, 76, 165-66, 218 

law, see legal system 

Law, Eliza Custis, 19, 49 

Law, John, 90 

Law, Thomas, 19, 28, 35, 51, 67, 69, 
154 

Lear, Col. Tobias, 20, 36 

Lear’s wharf, 3 

Lee, Richard Bland, 8, 87-88 

Lee, Gen. Robert E., 261, 271 

legal system (D. C.), duality of, 24, 27, 
86-87; criminal code, revisions to, 
131; attempted reforms in, 217-18, 
253, 363 


legislature, see House of Delegates and 
governor’s council 

L’Enfant, Pierre Charles, difficulties 
with, 14; plan for city, 16, 28, 39, 
105, 136, 171, 346; mentioned, 13, 
15 

Lenox, Walter, 185, 294; as mayor, 
208, 218 

Letcher, Gov. John, 240 

levees, White House, 48, 81, 323 

levy courts, 27, 40, 307 

Lewis, Capt. Meriwether, 30, 49 

Liberator, 140, 141 

Liberia, 98, 99 

library, of Smithsonian, 221, 222, 223 

Library of Congress, Jefferson’s books 
bought for, 68; burned, 201, 209-3; 
mentioned, 46, 64, 330, 381 

Lincoln, Abraham, election of, 230-31; 
moderation of, 237; first inauguration, 
237-38, 239; appointments, 239-40; 
Civil War measures of, 240, 244, 245; 
on southern sympathizers, 248; sec- 
ond inauguration, 271; and slavery, 
178, 272; death of, 289, 290, 291; 
statues of, 311, 381, 398; mentioned, 
180, 201, 253-54, 268, 270, 317, 381 

Lincoln, Mary Todd, 240, 268, 269-70, 
313 

Lincoln, Willie, 268 

Lincoln Hall, 382 

Lincoln memorials, 291, 311, 381, 398 

Lincoln Park, 347, 398 

Lind, Jenny, 224 

Linnean mansion, 106 

Literary Society, see Washington Lit- 
erary Society 

Little Falls, 73, 117 

Logan, Sen. John A., 361-62 

Long Bridge, 129, 156, 195-96, 197, 
198, 205, 207, 246 

lots (public), sales of, 13-14, 15, 17- 
18, 27-28; reimbursement of city 
from proceeds of sales of, 89, 135; 
all sold, 207, 304. See also federal 
property 

lotteries, 90, 92-93, 128 

Lotus Club, 278-79 

Louise Home for gentlewomen, 365 

Lovell, Surgeon Gen. Joseph, 103, 105 

Lowe, Enoch, 235 

Lowndes, Cong. William, 66 

loyalty oaths, 242, 248, 249, 284-85, 
287-88 

Lundy, Benjamin, 140, 141 

Lutherans, 190 

Lyell, Charles, 156 

Lyons, Lord, 270 

Lytton, Bulwer, 225 


McClellan, Gen. George, 287 
MacCrea, David, 311-12 
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McDermott, William, 192 

MacDonald, Andrew, 28 

McDonough, Commodore Thomas, 63 

McLeod, John, 93, 133 

McPherson, Gen. James, 398 

McPherson Square, 398 

Madison, Dolly, as hostess, 48, 57; re- 
turn of, to Washington, 149; last 
public appearance, 154-55; mentioned, 
Ad, 59501966, 70,1 150950 lit 25100 

Madison, James, on political status of 
D. C. citizens, 11; social and cultural 
life under, 48-52; regard for, in 
Washington, 79; mentioned, 52, 55, 
56, 57, 58, 61, 64, 66, 68, 68-69, 
LR AOR iat 

Magruder, Mayor William, 208, 216 

make-work policy, see unemployment 

Mall, in 1820’s, 106; in 1861, 238; 
mentioned, 196, 197, 346, 400 

Manassas, Battle of, see Bull Run 

manners, 81-82, 107, 119, 376. See also 
etiquette and social life 

manufacturing, see industry 

manumission, 52-53, 54, 144, 187 

Marbury, William, 27 

Marbury vs. Madison, 27 

Mardi Gras, 338 

Marine Band concerts, 18, 37, 46, 104, 
151, 224, 268 

Marine Corps, 27 

Marine Hospital Square, 136 

Marshall, Chief Justice John, 27, 66, 
POUL. 

Martin, Rev. Sella, 322, 323 

Martineau, Harriet, 148 

Maryland, and creation of D. C., 12°13; 
eighteenth century laws of, in D. C., 
24, 27, 55, 86, 96; and question of 
retrocession, 29-30, 86; and freed- 
men, 144; and secession question, 232, 
235, 239; and fugitive slaves, 273, 
274 

Mason, James, 270, 283 

Masonic Temple, 295 

Masons, 172, 201 

Massachusetts Avenue, 347, 347-48 

Maury, Mayor John, 208 

Maury, Lt. Matthew, 168; Commander, 
267 

mayors (of Washington), charter pro- 
visions concerning, 31, 89; of the 
1850’s, 208; and loyalty oath, 248- 
49 

Mechanics’ Hall, 28 

Mechanics Institute, 191 

Medical and Surgical History of the 
War of the Rebellion, 330, 379 

Medical Museum, see Army Medical 
Museum 

Medical Society of the District of Co- 
lumbia, 78, 135, 322, 373 


medicine, 134, 135, 266. See also Army 
Medical Museum, health, and hospi- 
tals 

Meigs, Josiah, 68, 69, 76, 103 

Meigs, Lt. Montgomery, 203; Capt., 
204, 206; Quartermaster Gen., 262 

merchants, see commerce 

Merchants Bank of Alexandria, 83 

Merchants’ National Bank, 264, 294 

Meredith, Owen, 225 

Meridian Hill, 69, 295 

Merry, John, 46-47 

Messenger (Georgetown), 86 

Methodists, 38, 190; Negro, 145 

Metropolitan Branch of B & O, 296 

Metropolitan Club, 377 

Metropolitan Police, 264, 291, 327 

Metropolitan Police Board, 248-49, 250, 
253, 395 

Metropolitan Street Railway, 195, 263 

Mexican War, 152, 157-58, 174, 177 

Middleton, Gov. Henry, 108, 110 

Mills, Clark, 203-4, 398 

Mills, Robert, 136, 171, 202 

Miner, Cong. Charles, 97 

Miner, Myrtilla, school of, 184-85; men- 
tioned, 371 

Miner Fund, 371, 388 

Missouri Compromise, 232 

Mitchill, Dr. Samuel, 50 

Mollot, J. D., 46 

money, 74-75, 82-83; land script as, 
158; greenbacks as, 265. See also 
banks and due bills 

Monroe, James, early months in office, 
79-80; etiquette under, 81-82; men- 
tioned, 67, 77, 86, 111 

Monroe, Mrs. James, 67, 79, 81, 82 

Monuments of Washington’s Patriotism, 
134 

Moore, Thomas, 38-39 

Morrill, Sen. Lot, 300, 333 

Morrill bill, 333-34 

Morris, Robert, 4, 15, 19 

Morse, Samuel F. B., 105, 111 

mortality, Negro and white, 211, 389; 
infant, 211, 368-69. See also health 

Mt. Pleasant, 295 


, Mt. Zion Negro Church, 100 


mulattoes, and Negro social structure, 
324-25 

“Murder Bay,” 277, 302 

“Murder Bay politicians,” 361, 393 

music, 46, 104, 224, 382, 399. See also 
Marine Band 

Myer, Col. Albert J., 330, 379 


Nation, The, 343, 352, 355-56 

national academy of art, 381 

National Academy of Sciences, 267 

National Era, 176, 187, 188, 189, 190, 
240 
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National Freedman, The, 277-78 

National Freedmen’s Relief Association, 
280-81 . 

National Institution for the Promotion 
of Science, 139-40, 166-67 

National Intelligencer, established, 18- 
19; protests of, on: federal control 
of D. C., 24-25, removal of capital, 
63-64, D. C., emancipation, 275; men- 
tioned and cited, 36, 52, 62, 70, 73, 
108, 174, 187, 245, 287, 342 

National Labor Council, 357 

National Medical College, 165 

National Metropolitan Bank of Wash- 
ington, 264 

National Museum, see Smithsonian In- 
stitution 

national observatory, 103, 137, 138. See 
also Naval Observatory 

National Republican, 274-75, 286 

National Theatre, opened, 150-51; in- 
augural ball at, 154; fire at, 154; 
mentioned, 224, 244, 382 

national university, 42, 68-69, 102, 139, 
140, 378 

National University, 332, 378 

National Volunteers, 233-34 

National War College, 3 

National Woman’s Suffrage Association, 
342 

Natural History Museum, 106 

Nautical Almanac, 267 

Naval Observatory, origins of, 167-68; 
program at, 267, 331, 379; men- 
tioned, 221, 330 

Navy Department, 192, 248 

Navy Yard, importance of, in Washing- 
ton’s economic life, 36-37, 85, 192, 
883-84; mentioned, 4, 16, 27, 64, 67, 
TOS wa LOS, 1938,92395926325293, 
357 

Navy Yard Bridge, 197 

Negro community, emergence of, 99- 

“100, 142-46, 175; churches in, 100- 
1, 146, 185-86, 372; occupations in, 

2 142, 175, 182, 184, 275; social struc- 
“ture of, 275, 278-79, 321-25, 374 

Negroes, numbers of, 20-21, 32, 144, 

f 175, 180-81, 181-82, 295, 374; edu- 

cation of, 43, 54, 92, 100, 145-46, 

184-85, 214, 280-82, 304, 305.9, 349- 

20; 369-71 (see also integration, 

school); civic efforts of, 60-61, 77, 

99-100; legal status of, 54-55, 99, 

142, 181, 186-87; kidnapping of, 55, 


96, 97, 186-87; colonizati 1 for, 
77, 98, 99, 140, 146, isieadnd and 


race relations, 141-42, 179-8 89, 
279-80, 283-84, 296-97, 872-73) re- 
lief measures for, 259 (see also Freed- 


men’s Bureau); recruited for alse) 


283-84, 298; enfranchisement of,|296- 


|301; Jn city government, 312, 324; 
in territorial government, 333-38, 
(320-41) 342,1 371\ See also black 
codes, civil rights, contrabands, eman- 
cipation, freedmen, Negro community, 
slave trade, and slavery 

New England, 39 

New England Friends Mission, 369 

New [National] Era, quality of, 322-23; 
on Negro’s position, 372-74; men- 
tioned, 321, 322, 335, 342, 371 

Newcomb, Simon, as head of Naval Ob- 
servatory, 331; mentioned, 267, 377, 
379 

Newcomb, Mrs. Simon, 379 

News (Washington), 199, 229 

Newsboys’ Aid, 259 

newspapers, early, 18-19; on Alexander 
Shepherd, 351, 358-59, 360; men- 
tioned, 192. See also Evening Star, 
National Intelligencer, etc. 

New York Avenue, 376 

New York State Penitentiary, 253 

New York Tribune, 360 

Nichols, Dr. Charles, 202, 307 

Nichols, Rey. D. B., 276, 276-77 

Nicholson, James, 15, 19 

Non-Intercourse Act, 34 

normal school, 370 

Northern Liberties Market, 216, 352 

Northern volunteers, 241-42, 244 


Oakly (Dumbarton Oaks), 108 

observatory, 168. See also national ob- 
servatory and Naval Observatory 

O’Connor, William Douglass, 329 

Octagon House, 20, 45, 63, 65, 105 

Odd Fellows, parade, 157; Grand United 
Order of Colored, 278 

Office of Indian Trade, 85-86 

Oldest Inhabitants Association, 293, 333 

olios, 104, 150 

Olivia Letters, 374-75, 376. See also 
Briggs, Emily 

Olmsted, Frederick Law, 186-87, 355 

omnibuses, 196, 197, 198 

opera, 269, 381 

Orange, Alexander and Manassas Rail- 
road, 194, 195, 356 

Ordnance Department, 253 

Oregon, 152 

orphanages, 101, 132, 154, 219. See 
also St. Ann’s Home, St. Joseph’s 
Orphanage, St. Vincent’s Orphanage, 
Washington City Orphan Asylum, 
and Washington Female Orphan Asy- 
lum 

Our American Cousin, 289 


panics, see depressions 
Paradahl, Prevost, 316 


439 


INDEX 


Patent Office, separate building erected, 
137; botanical specimens at, 167; 
mentioned, 62, 138, 200, 238, 261 

Patriot, 342, 344, 351, 365 

Patti, Adeline, 269 

“pauper schools,” see public schools 

paupers, see transient paupers 

pawnshop, public, 386 

Peabody, Elizabeth, 259 

Peabody, George, 332 

Peale, Rembrandt, 105 

Pearl, 176 

Pearson, Cong. Joseph, 65 

Peirce, Benjamin, 330 

Peirce, Charles S., 330 

Pennsylvania, veterans’ march of 1783, 
10 

Pennsylvania Avenue, 3, 5, 16, 127, 
133, 164, 195, 196, 197, 211, 238, 
255, 328, 338, 354, 380 

Pennsylvania Railroad, 296 

pension law of 1818, 85 

Pension Office, 369 

Permanent Institution for the Education 
of Youth, 43, 44, 76, 92, 93. See also 
public schools 

Perry, Capt. Oliver Hazard, 59 

“pest house,” 163 

Phi Beta Kappa Society of William and 
Mary College, 51 

Philadelphia, veterans’ march on, 10; 
mentioned, 8, 30, 39, 46, 314, 384 

Philadelphia Company (theatre), 45 

philanthropy, see charity 

Piatt, John James, 329 

Piedmont & Potomac Railroad, 356 & 

Pierce, Franklin, 188 

Pierce, Mrs. Franklin, 226 

Pioneer Cotton Company, 157, 192 

“plug-uglies,” 234 

Poinsett, Joel, 139 

police, Washington, 40, 58, 160-61; 
brutality to Negroes, 182; police de- 
partment established, 217; Metropoli- 
tan Police established, 248-49, 250; 
record of, 250-51, 389. See also aux- 
iliary guard and Sanitary Corps 

Polk, James, 153, 154, 171 

Polk, Mrs. James, 154 

poll tax, 162, 213, 259 

“Pope stone episode,” 216 

population, tables, 21, 183; Negro, 20- 
21, 82, 144, 175, 180-81, 181-82, 
295, 374; foreign-born, 331. See also 
population sub-entry under Alexan- 
dria, District of Columbia, and Wash- 
ington (Part IZ) 

Post Office building, 62, 64, 137, 238 

Post Office Department, 123 

Potomac, 85 

Potomac Company, 8, 73, Vee ks! 
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Potomac River, and shipping, 32-33, 34- 
35; and promotion of industry, 315, 
356; and sanitation, 367; mentioned, 
3, 72, 385. See also Eastern Branch 
and Chesapeake and Ohio Canal 

Potomac River Valley, 7-8, 127 

Potter, Henry, 54 

poverty, see charity, slums, transient 
paupers, and welfare 

Powell, John Wesley, 380, 397 

Power, Tyrone, 147, 150 

Powers, Hiram, 381 

Presbyterians, 37, 38, 161, 190 

President’s Square, 72 

“Prince Napoleon,” 268 

Prince of Wales, 228 

Princeton, N. J., 10 

printers, 126, 158-59 

prisons, military, 252, 276. See also 
county jail and federal penitentiary 

private schools, 44, 92, 93, 140, 214-15, 
369; for Negroes, 100, 184-85, 281, 
308-9, 319. See also Lancastrian 
schools 

property, see federal property and real 
estate 

proprietors, original, 16, 19 

prostitution, 251, 269, 365 

protocol, see etiquette 

Prout, John, 100, 145, 146 

Providence Hospital, 254, 259, 310 

public buildings, in. 1800, 3; money for, 
13-15; destruction to, during War of 
1812, 61, 64; rebuilding of, 65, 67- 
68; in 1820’s, 105, 106; additions to, 
200-3; in 1861, 238. See also Capi- 
tol, Treasury, White House, etc. 

public schools, established, 42-44; ex- 
pansion and decline of, 76, 91-93, 
140; progress of, 161-62, 185, 219- 
14; and Negroes, 185, 280-82, 3804, 
305-9, 319-20, 369; growth of, 257- 
58, . 305-8, 319-20; conditions in 
1870’s, 358, 369-71, 387-88; integra- 
tion issue, 319-20, 370-71. See also 
salaries and wages, school 

public works, federal (see public build- 
ings, Pennsylvania Avenue, and aque- 
duct); municipal, 40, 90, 163, 193, 
210, 260, 318-19; territorial (see 
board of public works); under D. C. 
commissioners, 386, 389-90 

Pugh, Sen. George, 196 

Purvis, Dr. Charles B., 323 


Quakers, see Friends 


race, see Negroes and white supremacy 

race riots, 141-42 

railroads, Washington’s early disdain 
of, 115-16; development of, 194-97; 
during Civil War, 262-63; postwar 
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expansion of, 295-96, 356. See also 
Alexandria and Washington, Balti- 
more and Ohio, Baltimore and Poto- 
mac, etc., railroads 

Randolph, Cong. John, 50, 77, 107, 110 

Rawlins, Gen. John, 380 

real estate, early speculation in, 15-16; 
values of, 71-72, 72-73, 83, 84, 198, 
232, 244, 262, 263, 264, 315; in 
depression of the 1870’s, 339-40, 394; 
boom of, 347-48, 355. See also houses 

Ream, Vinnie, 270, 381 

Reconstruction, effects upon Washing- 
ton, 291; and Negro suffrage, 296-97, 
299-300; and threats to relocate capi- 
tal, 328-29 

Reed, Maj. Walter, 379 

Reformer, 126 

Reform School for Boys, need for, 326; 
building of, 364 

relief, see welfare 

“Renfrew, Lord,” 228 

Renfrew, James, 170 

Republican party, Jeffersonian, 23, 24; 
Free-Soilers, 188; victory of, 230-33 
passim, 238; and Reconstruction, 291; 
and Negro rights, 284, 285, 299-300; 
and D. C. territorial government, 340, 
341; “stalwarts,” 392 

Resolute Beneficial Society, 92, 100 

retrocession, debated, 29-30, 86, 88, 
133, 198; of Alexandria to Virginia, 
173-74 

Rice, Luther, 102, 103 

Riggs, George, 150 

Riggs and Company, 264, 315 

Ritchie and Company, 191-92, 192 

Rives, John, 191-92, 192 

Robertson, Cong. John, 132 

Robeson, George M., 379 

Rochefoucauld-Liancourt, Duc de la, 6, 
86 

Rock Creek, 4, 128, 147, 346, 354 

Ross, Gen. Robert, 60, 67 

Royall, Anne, 104, 111, 119 

Rush, Richard, 117, 123, 127, 139 

Russian fleet, 270 


St. Ann’s Home, 219 

St. Augustine church, 372 

St. Elizabeths, see Government Hospital 
for the Insane 

St. John’s Church, 72 

St. Joseph’s Orphanage, 219 

St. Louis, 181 

St. Matthew’s Catholic Church, 184 

St. Memin, Charles, 46 

St. Patrick’s Roman Catholic Church, 
S75 OSs tL 

St. Vincent de Paul Free Catholic Col- 
ored School, 184 

St. Vincent’s Orphanage, 219 


salaries and wages, school, 44, 161, 
213, 214, 258, 357, 388; government 
employees, 36, 85, 213, 251, 265; 
congressional, 107; craftsmen’s and 
laborers’, 84-85, 127, 198-99, 264-65, 
357, 383 

Sanitary Commission, 247 

Sanitary Corps, 253, 254 

sanitation, 93-94, 211-12, 254-55, 309- 
10. See also board of health, health, 
and sewers 

Scala, “Professor,” 268 

scavengers, 94, 212 

school boards, see public schools 

schools, see education, private schools, 
and public schools 

Schuetzenfest, 399 

science, early encouragement of, 68-69, 
78; decline of congressional interest 
in, 103; progress of federal programs, 
137-40, 166-69, 221-24, 266; impor- 
tance to Washington of, 330-31, 378- 
80 

Scott, Gen. Winfield, 229, 233, 234, 
244, 380-81 

Scott Circle, 380-81 

Seaton, William Winston, contributions 
as mayor, 161-64; quoted, 160-61, 
169; mentioned, 52, 101, 111, 143, 
155, 204, 208, 211, 215 

Seaton, Mrs. William Winston, 52, 57 

secessionism, attitudes toward in: Mary- 
land, 235-36, District of Columbia, 
235-36, Virginia, 240; Washington as 
“hotbed” of, 284-88 

Second Bank of the United States, 75, 
83, 124 

Second Presbyterian Church, 122 

segregation, see black codes, civil rights 
and integration 

Seminole War, 107 

Senate, and question of relocating capi- 
tal following War of 1812, 65; in 
1820’s, 106, 107; Johnson’s impeach- 
ment trial, 311. See also Congress 

Senate Committee on the District, 217, 
334-35 

“Senators’ Row,” 238-39 

“Seven Buildings,” 4, 78, 79 

Seward, William H., 273, 291 

sewers, 209, 212, 255, 309, 328, 345, 
346, 350-54, 390. See also Washing- 
ton Canal 

Shenandoah Valley, 32 

Shepherd, Alexander, rise of, 289; as 
planner and builder, 340-41, 344-45, 
346-52; spending investigated, 349, 
350-51, 358-60; repudiated, 361-62; 
mentioned, 289, 309, 335, 355, 358, 
375, 383 

Sherman, General William T., 292, 329 

Shiner, Michael, 57 
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shipping, 32-33, 34-35, 128, 156-57, 
193, 198, 262, 265. See also com- 
merce and Chesapeake and Ohio and 
Washington Canals 

Sickles, Cong. Daniel, 216-17 

Sickles, Mrs. Daniel, 226 

“Six Buildings,” 4 

lavery, slave population in 1800, 20-21; 
slave labor, 20-22, 98-99; Washing- 
ton attitudes toward, 52-55, 97-99, 
175-81, 188-90; fear of slave upris- 
ings, 58-59, 63, 141; drop in slave 
prices, 232, 235; and Civil War, 272; 
abolition of, in D. C., 274-75. See also 

\\ emancipation, manumission, and slave 
trade 

slave trade, growth of, 53-54; efforts to 
prohibit, 53, 77, 88, 95-98, 140, 141, 

| 143, 175; and retrocession of Alexan- 
, dria, 173-74; outlawed ,in D. C. by 
\ Compromise of 1850, {178-79} local 

‘sales and practices, 186, 187 

slums, alley, 276, 277-78, 302-3, 303-4, 
331, 363; board of health’s campaign 
against, 367-68, 388-89, 395 

small pox, 135, 253-54, 277, 366, 368 

Smith, Margaret Bayard, 19, 49, 58, 
62-63, 70, 94, 102, 104, 121, 147, 
154 

Smith, Samuel Harrison, 18, 19, 35-36, 
36, 43, 48, 50-51, 69, 124, 154 

Smithson, James, legacy, 139, 148, 166 

Smithsonian Institution, beginnings of, 
139, 140; building for, 169-70; land- 
scaping, 200; art gallery and museum, 
221, 223, 256; research program of, 
221-24, 266; mentioned, 180, 191, 
232, 238, 287, 329-30, 376, 378, 379, 
381, 383 

Smothers, Henry, 100 

Snow, Beverly, 142 

“Snow storm,” 142, 144, 145 

social life, 44-45, 46-52, 66, 106-7, 108, 
110-11, 148-54, 225-27, 269-70, 271, 
313-14, 395-97; official vs. “residen- 
tial,” 47-48, 78-79, 81-82, 148, toy Ie 
164, 228-29, 374-76 

society, see class structure and social life 

Society for the Abolition of Slavery in 
the District of Columbia, 98, 99 

Soldiers’ Home, 200, 201, 355 

Soulé, Sen. Pierre, 178 

soup kitchen, 101 

Southard, Sen. Samuel, 101, 130, 131, 
33 

Southard report, 130-33, 391 

southerners in Washington, predomi- 
nance of, in 1820’s, 109; and Civil 
War, 231, 233-34, 242, 245-46; post- 
war return of southern sympathizers, 
294-95. See also secessionism 

Southworth, Emma D. E. N., 225 


sparrows, English and German, 355 

Spencer, Sen. George, 391 

spies, Civil War, 246, 270-71 

Spofford, Ainsworth, 330, 377 

Sprague, Kate Chase, 269-70, 313 

Stanley, John Mix, 223, 256 

Stanton, Edwin, 259, 291 

Stanton Square, 398 

Star, see Evening Star 

State and War Department buildings, 3, 
27, 61, 64, 105, 238 

State, War, and Navy Department build- 
ing, begun, 339; violation of L’En- 
fant’s plan, 346; architecture of, 382 

State Department, 74 

statues, 171, 203-4, 311, 380-81, 398 

Stelle, Pontius S., hotel of, 18, 28 

Stephen, Leslie, 329 

Sternberg, Gen. George, 379 

Stevens, Thaddeus, 113, 291 

Stevenson, Cong. Adlai, 385 

Stewart, Carter, 312, 324 

Stewart, Sen. William, 314, 347 

“Stewart Castle,” 347, 355 

Stone, Charles P., 236, 237, 241 

Stowe, Harriet Beecher, 185 

street railways, 195, 259-60, 263, 280, 
293-94, 347, 355 

streets, condition of, 38-40, 89; improve- 
ments to, in 1840’s and 1850's, 164, 
206, 209-10; Civil War damage to, 
256-57; postwar improvements, 328, 
338; and Shepherd’s public works 
program, 345-46, 348, 349, 352, 354, 
359; cobblestoning of alleys, 368; re- 
paving of, 390 

Strikes, 384, 385 

Stuart, Sen. Charles, 196, 198 

Stuart, Gilbert, 46, 50 

suffrage, municipal, rights to, 11-12; in 
1800 national election, 23; congres- 
sional debates on, 24-25, 333, 334, 
335-36; property qualification for, 31, 
88-89, 126, 158-59; white manhood, 
162-63; unrestricted manhood, 99, 
297-301, 392-93; residence require- 
ment for, 163, 286; and loyalty oath, 
287; abrogation of, 393-94; woman, 
297, 301, 336, 341-42 

Sully, Thomas, 105 

Sumner, Sen. Charles, 216, 291, 313, 
371 

Surgeon General’s Library, 266, 330 

Surratt, Mary E., 291 

Suter’s Tavern (Georgetown), 6 


Tabbs, Thomas, 100 
Taney, Chief Justice Roger, 226 
taxes 
county, 40 
federal income, 260 
municipal: corporate powers over, 
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31; rates, 40, 128, 199, 209, 260, 328; 
and schools, 42-43, 44, 91-92, 161- 
62, 213-14, 258; delinquency on pay- 
ments of, 89; federal property exempt 
from, 130-31, 206-7; and colored 
schools, 280, 281-82, 304, 308; poll 
tax, 162, 213, 259 
territorial: provisions for, 337; fed- 
eral property exempt from, 337, 390- 
91; and public works program, 347, 
848, 349-50, 352, 357, 358; and 
abolishing of territorial government, 
360 
under commission government, 360, 
384, 390-91, 393-94 
Tayloe, John, 45, 51 
Taylor, Zachary, 152, 177, 178 
Taylor, Mrs. Zachary, 226 


teachers, see normal school, public 
schools, and salaries and wages, 
school 


Teachers’ Institute, 214 

temperance, 134, 218, 396 

ten-mile square, see District of Colum- 
bia 

territorial government, debated, 23-26, 
86-88. See also Territory of the Dis- 
trict of Columbia 

Territory of the District of Columbia, 
creation of, 334-38; appointments to, 
840-41; in operation, 341, 342-45, 
339; office buildings for, 343-44; end 
of, 360-61 

Thackeray, William M., 225 

theatre, 18, 45, 95, 99, 150-51, 154, 
268-69. See also National Theatre 
and Washington Theatre 

Thespians, 71 

Thomas, Cong. Francis, 299 

Thornton, Sir Edward, 329 

Thornton, Dr. William, 18, 20, 62 

Thornton, Mrs. William, 18, 141 

Tiber Creek, 3, 5, 28, 35, 117, 212, 351 

Tingey, Capt. Thomas, Commandant of 
Navy Yard, 20, 36, 43, 51, 61 

tobacco trade, 5, 197-98 

Tom Thumb, 268 

Toner, Dr. Joseph, 377 . 

Toombs, Sen. Robert, 178n, 214 

Topographical Engineers, 169 

Torrey, Jesse, 95-96 

Towers, John, 208 

Townsend, George Alfred, 329 

trade, see commerce 

trade associations, 125-26 

Trade Union Central Committee, 357 

transient paupers, 41-42, 90, 164-65, 
219, 259 

transportation, 18, 72, 197, 265, 296. 
See also Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, 
Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, railroads, 
and Washington Canal 


Treasury, U. S., and local banks, 55, 
59, 84, 124; and D. C. 3.65% bonds, 
347, 361, 390, 391, 394; mentioned, 
131, 384; Treasury building, burned 
by British, 61; burned by incendiary, 
136; rebuilding of, 136-37; unsanitary 
conditions at, 369; mentioned, 37, 61, 
64, 74, 105, 147, 238, 265, 346 

Trollope, Frances, 150 

Trumball, John, 105 

trustees, see public schools 

tuberculosis, 134 

Tunnicliffe’s Tavern, 28, 67 

Turner, Nat, rebellion, 141 

Tyler, John, 152-53, 160 

Tyler, Julia Gardiner, 153-54 

Typographical Union, see Columbia Ty- 
pographical Society 


Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 189 

underground railway, 190 

unemployment, 98, 124, 165-66, 293, 
883-84, 385; Negro, 293, 301, 303, 
825-26; and make-work programs, 
818-19, 385-86 

Union Chess Club, 269 

unions, trade, 125-26, 357 

Union Tavern (Georgetown), 6, 17 

Uniontown, 265 

Unitarians, 189 

U. S. Army, Washington made head- 
quarters for, 79; exploration and sci- 
entific research sponsored by, 139, 
169, 330, 379, 380; and contrabands, 
273, 276-77; Negro troops recruited 
for, 283-84, 298; demobilization of, 
291-92. See also Army of the Po- 
tomac, District volunteers, northern 
volunteers, and War Department 

United States Telegraph, 119 

Universal Gazette, 18 


vaccination, 254, 366 

Van Buren, Martin, 134, 136, 146-47, 
148-49 

Vanlomen, Father, 100 

Van Ness, John, house of, 105-6; men- 
tioned, 45, 51-52, 102, 119, 130, 154 

Van Ness, Marcia Burnes, 45, 52, 70, 
71, 102, 135, 154 

Verdi, Dr. T. S., 366, 367-68 

Virginia, and suffrage for D. C., 12; and 
loan for building capital, 13; and 
D. C. law code, 24, 27, 87, 131; and 
retrocession question, 29-30, 173-74; 
and slavery, 140-41, 144; and contra- 
bands, 273, 274. See also Alexandria 

voting, see elections and suffrage 


Wade, Sen. Benjamin, 291, 300, 313 
wages, see salaries and wages 
Walker, Francis A., 377 
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Wallach, Richard, as wartime mayor, 
249-50, 258, 260, 264, 274, 287; 
postwar position on: suffrage, 298, 
schools, 304-7, improvements, 312; 
mentioned, 230, 272, 295, 309, on Ts 
329, 369 

Wallach, W. D., 187 

Wallach School, 258, 319 

Wall’s Opera House, 382 

Walter, Thomas U., 137, 201 

Wanderer in Washington, The (G. Wat- 
terston), 104 

War Department, disorganization of, in 
1861, 240-41, 244-45, 248 

War of 1812, public reaction to, 56-57; 
military measures and operations, 56, 
57-63; destruction to Washington dur- 
ing, 61-63, 64; Washington recovery 
from, 63-68 

Ward, Lester Frank, 377-78 

ward system, 91-92, 218 

Washington 

Part I (physical characteristics, city 
plan, historic events, descriptions): 
appearance: (in 1800), 3-5, 17-19, 
(in 1820's), 105-6, (in LS6E ) e237 
39, (in 1869), 316, 332, (1871- 
1873), 347-56; A. Ellicott’s map of, 
14-15; development and violations of 
L’Enfant’s plan, 16, 28, 39, 105, 136, 
171, 346; climate, 12-13, 134-35, 316, 
331; reaction of foreigners to, 44-45, 
46-47, 48, 78, 147, 148, 172-73, 238, 
311-12; destruction to during War of 
1812, 61-63, 64; recovery from War 
of 1812, 63-68; fétes for Lafayette, 
111; and threats to federal Union, 
178, 179-80, 189-90, 230-33, 240; 
Civil War crises in, 242, 244, 246-47, 
261, 289-91; “victory parade” in, 
291-92; celebration of “new era” 
(1871), 338; as national city, 399- 
400. See also architecture, city plan- 
ning, churches, houses, and streets 

Part II (social and economic his- 
tory): population, 21, 32, 55, 144, 
175, 180-83, 208, 264, 295, 331, 333; 
community social life: (1830's), 147- 
51, (1840's), 155, (1850's), 226-29, 
(1870's), 375-77, 395-99; economic 
dependence on federal government, 
30, 66, 85-86, 129-31, 204-7, 232, 
295, 329-30; economic status: (early 
1800’s), 40, (1830's), 128-29, (Civil 
War), 244-45, 262-66, (post-Civil 
War), 293-96, 304-5, 314-15, 327- 
28, (1874-77), 383-86. See also class 
structure, commerce, cultural life, eco- 
nomic conditions, education (and 
cross references), industry, Negro 
community, Negroes, real estate, so- 


cial life, and southerners in Wash- 
ington 

Part IlI (political history): city- 
federal relations, 38-40, 66-67, 106-7, 
204-8, 213-14, 217-18, 229, 307-11, 
312, 325-27; ward system, 91-92; 
table of municipal expenditures 
(1849-1860), 210; (for period of 
territorial government, see Territory 
of the District of Columbia); under 
commissioners’ rule, 386-93; Organic 
Act of 1878, 393-95. See also charter, 
city council, elections, fire protection, 
police, sanitation 

Washington, 72 

Washington, Bushrod, 77, 113 

Washington, George, and location of 
capital, 12-14 passim; and financing 
of public buildings, 13, 14; statues of, 
104, 171; mentioned, 3, 8, 19, 64, 
304, 326, 329 

Washington, Martha Dandridge Custis, 
LAD, 

Washington and Georgetown Street Rail- 
road Company, 259-60, 263, 280, 
293-94 

Washington and Point Lookout Rail- 
road, 356 

Washington Art Association, 223 

Washington Art League, 398 

Washington Asylum (workhouse and 
almshouse), establishment of, 75-76; 
crowded conditions at, 135-36, 253; 
mentioned, 70, 90, 91, 163, 165, 218, 
259, 364 

Washington Benevolent 
Young Men, 42 

Washington Bible Society, 219 

Washington Botanical Society, 69 

Washington Brewery, 192 

Washington Bridge Company, 129 

Washington Cabinet, 18 

Washington Canal, plans for, 28-29, 33; 
opening of, 72; deepening of, 128; 
and sanitation, 134-35, 255, 309, 328; 
silting in, 193-94; filling of, 350, $51; 
353-54; mentioned, 34, 79, 103, 112; 
117, 127, 147, 170, 204, 212, 238, 
277, 354, 386 

Washington Canal Company, 28-29, 83, 
5 ly 

Washington Circle, 200, 204 

Washington City Orphan Asylum, 101- 
2, 132, 219. See also Washington 
Female Orphan Asylum 

Washington County, 26-27, 40, Isl, 
213, 257, 258, 319, 387. See also 
District of Columbia, levy courts, and 
Territory of the District of Columbia 

Washington County jail, see county jail 

Washington Federalist, 18 


Society of 
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Washington Female Orphan Asylum, 
founding of, 70-71. See also Washing- 
ton City Orphan Asylum 

Washington Gas Light Company, 164, 
257 

Washington Hebrew Congregation, 268 

Washingtonian, 126, 143 

Washington Infirmary, 165, 256, 259 

Washington Library Company, 46 

Washington Literary Society, 376, 397 

Washington Market Company, 326, 353 

Washington Monument, financing, locat- 
ing, and corner-stone laying for, 170- 
72; stoppage of work on, 204; and 
“Pope stone episode,” 216; plans to 
complete, 399; mentioned, 171, 216, 
238, 262, 327, 332, 354 

Washington Monument Society, 171, 
216 

Washington Museum, 18 

Washington News, 199, 229 

Washington Philosophical Society, 377- 
78 

Washington Relief Society, 133-34 

Washington Seminary, 214 

Washington Theatre, 45, 95, 104, 150 

water supply, use of wells for, 40-41, 
93; piped to government buildings, 
127; aqueduct system: beginning of, 
200-3, 206, completion of, 255-56, 
costs of, 260; plans for industrial use 
of, 315, 326-27 

Watterston, George, 45, 51, 68, 104, 
123, 225 

Wayland Seminary, 309, 332 

Weather Bureau, Army, 330, 379 

Webster, Daniel, 78, 153 

weights and measures, 138 

welfare, early municipal arrangements 
for, 41-42, 75-76; expansion of, 88, 
90-91, 218; federal contributions to, 
#207 131-325) 259" 325, 326, 385; 
and government aid to contrabands, 
276-77; new plan for, 325, 326; ter- 


ritorial government neglect of, 353; 
later provision for, 384-85. See also 
charity, and for Negro relief follow- 
ing Civil War see Freedmen’s Bureau 

What Is Gentility?, 102 

Whigs, 124-25 

Whistler, James McNeill, 225-26 

White, Alexander, 8 

White House (Executive Mansion), 
original, 3, 23, 48; destruction of, 
61, 63, 64; rebuilt, 67; garden of, 
105; and Jackson’s inauguration, 121- 
22; mentioned, 5, 15, 16, 20, 27, 211, 
238 

“White lot” (Ellipse), 309, 399 

white supremacy, 297-98, 305 

Whitman, Walt, 246-47, 261, 285, 329, 
376 

“Wide Awakes,” 230, 233 

widows’ and orphans’ home, 219 

Wilkes, Lt. Charles, expedition of, 138, 
139, 166, 167 

Willard Hotel, 237, 268, 382 

Wilson, Sen. Henry, 267 

Wilson, James Ormond, 333, 369, 377, 
388 

Winder, Brig. Gen. William, 60, 63 

Windom, Sen. William, 395 

Wirz, Maj. Henry, 292, 340 

Wolcott, Oliver, 19, 20, 32 

women suffrage, 341-42 

Wood, Mrs. Fernando, 375 

Woodward, Augustus, 24-25, 392 

Woodward, Dr. Joseph J., 379 

workhouse, see Washington Asylum 

Wormley, James, 182, 184, 372 

Wormley House, 372 


Yale Club, 396-97 
Young Men’s Christian Association, 259, 
295 


Zouaves, 242-43 
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CONTINUED FROM FRONT FLAP 


history, business enterprise in rela- 
tion to government policies, race 
relations, and all the activities of 
high and low society. In the second 
volume of this history of Washing- 
ton, D.C., the author will study the 
growth of the city from 1879 to 
1941. 

ConstancE McLAuGHLiINn 
GrEEN is the author of The Ameri- 
can Cities in the Growth of the 
Nation, Athlone Press, University 
of London and John DeGraff, Inc., 
and has served with the federal gov- 
ernment and in the history depart- 
ments of Mount Holyoke and Smith 
Colleges, the University of London, 
and the American University. 


AMERICAN SUFFRAGE FROM 
PROPERTY TO DEMOCRACY 
1760-1860 


By CHILTON WILLIAMSON 


Since Americans have long taken 
pride in universal suffrage and the 
secret ballot as foundations of 
democracy, it is surprising that one 
of the most glaring gaps in Ameri- 
can history is in our knowledge of 
suffrage, its growth and reform. 
Mr. Williamson, focusing on the 
period from the Revolution to the 
Civil War, provides a state-by-state 
analysis of the growth of suffrage 
in its relation to partisan politics, 
the intellectual currents of the time, 
and such crises as war and rumors 
of war. 280 PAGES. 1960. $6.00 
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& “The Disintegration of the Federa 3 9047 00170163 6 
BY SHAW LIVERMORE, JR. 
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During the period 1815-1830, the American public scene was dominated ~ ~~ 


by a single, apparently uncontested, political_party—the Jeffersonian Re- 


_ publicans. What had become of the formerly powerful Federalist party of 
“Washington and Adams? Had it disintegrated completely after the war 


2 
a 


“with France? There were substantial numbers of men, many of them able - 


--and ambitious, who identified themselves with the Federalist party in the 

northern and middle states throughout this period and struggled to regain 

political office and public atéeptance. 304 PAGES. 1962. $6.00 
* 


- THE SECESSION CONVENTIONS OF THE SOUTH 
BY BAPH A. WOOSTER 


Who were the men who took the. Confederate states from the Union and 
set the scene for the Civil War? Culling data from the voluminous manu- 
script returns for the Eighth’ Census,of the United States, the author has 
presented both a collectiye-and an individual picture of the representatives 
to the conventions. By ¢cgrrglating this data with key votes of the delegates, 
he has been able to interpret positions of support or opposition to secession 
within the conventions in ‘the light of individual characteristics such as 
slaveholding, occupation, and birthplace. 


304 PAGES. MAPS. TABLES. 1962. $6.50 


BANKS AND, POLLTICS IN AMERICA 
From the Revolution to the Civil War 
-. BY BRAY HAMMOND 


This stimulating survey, of American history from the vantage point of 
banking explodes somé myths (that of “poor debtors”) , reinterprets the 
Hamilton-Jeffergon conflict (giying.a-new picture of the Jacksonian Revolu- 
tion), and reévaltfates thie career .of Nicholas Biddle. . 


ero - 784 paces. 1957. $12.50 
JAMES K. POLK, JACKSONIAN, 1795-1843 | 
™* BY GHARLES GRIER ‘SELLERS, JR. 

‘The first full account of Polk’s important pre-presidential career. Since 
Polk was immersed in so many of the major political developments of his 
day—the rise of popular democracy, the conflicts over the national bank and 
other crucial issues of Jackson’s administration—this biography is a history 
of his generation?s political experience. 540 PAGES. 1957. $7.50 

Order from your bookstore, or | 
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